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INTRODUCTION


Understanding the context of the City of Cape Town


Cities have been around for thousands of years and have played a critical role in the development of government and state forms in global history.1 Approaches to how cities as urban spaces should be arranged and managed have been a subject of much debate throughout history, especially in the formation of the modern city as we understand it today.2 These debates have resonated in South Africa during the modern era, finding concurrence or difference during the development of our countries’ cities as colonial, apartheid and, later, democratic spaces.


In the past 20 years, the understanding and nature of the role of cities in South Africa have changed, and are evolving all the time. South African cities are the main sites where work to bridge the country’s historic divides and unlock tremendous energies and capabilities can take place. This work is crucial as cities take the lead globally in driving social and economic change in the 21st century.


Cape Town is a city of nearly four million people in the Western Cape province of the Republic of South Africa, governed as a metropolitan council using an executive mayoral system.3 The City of Cape Town has achieved many successes in governing over the past decade. Much of the reason for that success has to do with the quality of leadership during what were some politically turbulent times. Former mayors of Cape Town Helen Zille and Dan Plato must receive credit for this, as should long-serving Deputy Mayor Ian Neilson. So too should the councillors who served with them and the administration and its staff, led for over a decade by the City Manager, Achmat Ebrahim.


But the path to success in governing is not an easy one. Long and difficult journeys must be undertaken for almost any success. And those victories that are achieved are usually tenuous and require great resolve to hang on to.


In recent times, South Africa has experienced something of a disruption in city government, with a historic change of power in three major metro­poles, which are now governed by new coalitions. This suggests that a majority of residents desired some change in the way their cities were run and looked for different leaders to provide them with new solutions. For South Africans in these cities, regardless of political affiliation, there is an expectation of better performance and improved service delivery. And for the residents of the cities, the expected timelines to perform are aggressive. Five years may seem a long time but it can go by in a moment in government terms. This is because it is hard to turn around such massive organisations, which is exactly what is required to improve service delivery.


Cities are many things, which will be covered in this book, but they are also fundamentally exercises in government. They are about institutional mechanics and getting a bureaucracy to perform in certain ways. They are about leading and driving organisational change. These endeavours are not for their own sake. They are aimed at delivering outcomes that improve the lives of residents and allow them to benefit from the opportunities of living in an urban space, with as much dignity and quality of life as possible.


As public debate in South Africa forms around the dynamics of cities, we thought that it would be useful to provide a perspective of what it takes to run a city. We think Cape Town has had some successes in city government, though by no means has it reached its full potential. There are numerous areas and modes of delivery that require improvement and attention, and we are alive to these. This book is not a city-type hagiography. It is a real account of driving city government and change in the developing world, and it aims to provide a sense of what it takes to govern effectively and what more it will take to continue improving city government for all the residents of Cape Town.


We, the authors, hope that this will aid public understanding and debate about cities and public affairs in South Africa, while also contributing to the growing popular literature on the nature of government and cities around the world.


South African cities in context


The city as a metropolitan government is a relatively new concept in South African policy terms. This is not to say that we have not had cities historically.4 On the contrary, Cape Town’s history as a place organised in some form of formal administrative way stretches back centuries, to say nothing of those who called the city home before the arrival of European settlers.


However, the idea of a city government with far-reaching metropolitan powers and authority affecting the lives of millions of people is relatively new, having first begun gaining traction in the years of local-government reform between 1994 and 2000. Before 2000, in what is now called the Cape Town Metro, there were a range of much smaller municipalities. Indeed, before the advent of democracy in 1994, there were a range of local-government units, from small municipalities to township areas. These were all governed by particular dynamics, with added complications as a result of the apartheid system.


Some municipalities would have certain townships attached to them but most catered for only the residents within their boundaries. There were interrelationships between these municipalities, especially in terms of large infrastructure systems such as those used to deliver water or the roads network.


Due to the policy of racial segregation under apartheid and the influence of legislation like the Group Areas Act, these governance areas were racially balkanised. Their legislative and administrative arrangements were also different in terms of the level of government service that was expected to be delivered to them. ‘Local government’ was the lowest tier of government and was subservient to the administration of the Cape Province and indeed the National Government.5 Councillors worked on a part-time basis, and policy was drafted and determined by the administration.6 The city engineer determined infrastructure strategy. And most authority areas, especially in the built environment, fell outside of the authority of the local government, and with the provincial authority.


The years after 1994 demonstrated a local-government system in transition. This involved the consolidation of a range of smaller municipalities into larger ones, while attempting to extend services to those areas that had historically been underserviced. At the same time, the Constitution stipulated that local government must be regarded as a separate sphere of government, and among the scheduled duties of local government were the imperatives to provide access to basic services and to drive economic and social development.7


Over the succeeding years, the National Parliament would flesh out the new local-government system with truly farsighted laws to assist the system in its critical mission, including the Local Government White Paper, the Municipal Systems Act, the Municipal Structures Act and the Municipal Finance Management Act.8


The drive to expand the reach of services was critical to address the imbalances of service delivery in the past, and was of a piece with the Constitution’s aim to create a new foundation for the progressive realisation of rights so as to make a more just society and state.9 While this mandate has been the City’s lodestar, the Constitutional framework’s contemplation of separate but equal spheres of government represented a sea change that arguably has yet to be fully appreciated in South Africa.


Indeed, we believe that this lack of appreciation has stemmed from a paradigmatic approach to local government that is somewhat outdated, especially in administrative circles. This is because it is one thing for the laws to change but it is another entirely for bureaucratic systems, years of learned parliamentary experience, and general awareness of public-policy shifts to change. This is meant in the general context of those who work in public administration across the three spheres of government and their cognate organisations, such as state-owned enterprises.10


With many of our colleagues, this has sometimes meant an attitude of National and Provincial governments believing that it is still their role to tell local governments what to do. It is not, and it has not been for some time. This is why we have separate local-government elections and separate accountabilities.


Unfortunately, this has not stopped several bizarre attempts to prescribe actions for local governments without consulting them. In Cape Town, this has included certain specific examples of the Provincial Cabinet resolving some action concerning the city in an area of the City’s competence, and then expecting the City to adhere to this.


While decisions without standing can be relatively innocuous (although this is certainly not always the case), what is more insidious is the arrogation of powers outside a government’s mandate or competence. This leads to time wasting, and a diversion of attention and resources away from critical issues. The City experienced this in the case of sanitation typologies. The Western Cape Provincial Government decided that it wished to review our methodologies of sanitation provision. Given that the Provincial Government had no mandate to provide such basic services, it lacked the technical expertise with which to provide direction. This led to bizarre meetings where Provincial officials were supposed to be advising the City on sanitation methodologies but ended up with the City experts having to explain different methodologies to the Provincial officials. Governments need to work together but they should do so where their joint efforts add value and do not lead to unnecessary delays.


There are broader areas, however, where binding decisions are made that affect cities without those cities being fully consulted. This is most notable in matters such as climate-change negotiations where a number of commitments are made by national governments that cities must implement without full consultation with the cities themselves. Instead, a select group of internal advisers or consultants ends up shaping the cities’ agendas without considering the realities of implementation. It is partly for this reason that Cape Town has supported international mobilisations, such as via the C40 group of cities or the Global Parliament of Mayors, to address these concerns and establish an additional voice for cities in international negotiations.11, 12


We believe that the reason for many of these cases of decisions being taken that affect cities without those cities being fully consulted, experienced not just by Cape Town but by other South African cities too, is due to the remnants of a top-down view in some South African administrative circles, where cities are viewed as being at the bottom of some unspoken pecking order. This is usually due not to malice but rather to learned world­views and practices that are hard to break. We must not forget that while there was a large-scale change in the nature and form of government after 1994, the structures of government in the democratic era also inherited vast bureaucratic perspectives and behaviours that may have changed or been adapted but which bear the vestiges and echoes of systems long gone. This is not unusual for government systems in South Africa or around the world.13


This is compounded by a different, as yet largely unrealised, concept of what cities are and the role they play in their respective countries and in the world. If unicities are fairly new, and the appreciation of the various spheres of government is not fully realised, then there is a lack of appreciation that cities are the drivers of change in the world today.


Cities have been around for thousands of years and they have always provided the backbone of human connections and movement, commerce and trade. Over time and in different locales, they have had different authorities and powers of government.14 But in the 21st century, when urbanisation has shifted the majority of the globe’s population to urban over rural areas for the first time in history, understanding these ecosystems of activity and energy is more important than ever. Indeed, in recent years there has been an onslaught of studies, conferences, research and trends to show that understanding the future of the world means fully understanding cities – how they work and how they connect with each other.


Cities are about the people in them, and how they live and work.15 Understanding cities means trying to understand a range of relationships and systems, not least the functions of the city government, and the role of the market and private enterprise within cities.16


The government is only one element of the city. While it can make sure that the metro area is well managed and well run, there is a range of activities and networks with which it interfaces and interacts that determines the shape of the city, conceptually speaking. Making this interface successful, and giving private enterprise the space and freedom in which to help the city grow and adapt, with some support where necessary, is an essential function of city government.


People choose in which city to live, work and invest for a range of reasons, not least the city’s attractiveness as a place that is liveable and dynamic, where there is enough economic activity to offer the chance of a good life, and where they feel comfortable raising their children. Domestically and internationally, people move according to these criteria, and every city is in competition with every other city.17 Those cities that win are those that make sure they are doing everything they can to successfully help their city grow sustainably for the future.


Cities are the major sources of a country’s economic activity and centres of population. As such, their successful management is critical for any country’s future.


In South Africa, while it seems that there is a broad understanding that local government must provide services and that that is necessary, there sometimes appears to be less appreciation for cities as unique sites of human endeavour and what that means for the future. It is certainly true that a city must provide an excellent level of services. But cities have to actively make their metros places where people want to live and in which they want to invest, otherwise those cities will fail.


History is littered with examples of cities that failed to change or slowly faded away. To remain viable, cities have to be actively led by those who understand the unique role cities play in the world, and the fact is that leaders need to refresh and adapt their thinking to play a positive role in driving that evolution.


This is not to say that this way of thinking is not taken seriously in some quarters in South Africa. The country’s National Development Plan (NDP) was influenced by this thinking around cities, and the unavoidable realities, challenges and opportunities of urbanisation were factored into it.18 The way our legislation has been crafted demonstrates that this thinking influenced some of our legal framers and indeed the country’s Parliament. And the devolution of even more powers to the cities, especially in terms of the built environment and planning authorities, demonstrates that there is an appreciation that cities are the best arbiters of understanding the shape of their urban forms.


The City of Cape Town in context


We have been confronted with all these macro-factors in the City of Cape Town, as well as micro-factors within our unicity that have affected both the idea of and the way in which the City has gone about its business in the past 16 years. This is due to the nature of political compromise and the imperatives of consolidating local government.


More than any other metro, the City of Cape Town has a history of contested politics since the advent of democracy in 1994, and certainly for a decade after the unicity was formed in 2000 (although less so in recent times). Indeed, the idea of coalition politics as a ‘new’ phenomenon in South African politics after the Local Government Elections of 2016 is somewhat inaccurate, given the fact that Cape Town has had several coalitions since 2000. (This is to say nothing of the history of coalitions in KwaZulu-Natal and the Western Cape provinces.)


The reality of bringing several organisations together to form the unicity in 2000 led to a decision not to create any structure in which anyone would lose their job. The same logic was applied through different attempts at organisational design, with the exception of a period of ‘golden handshakes’ during various periods of coalition government. What this meant is that where there were duplications of function – which was to be expected with the bringing together of multiple organisations doing similar things – there had to be new positions created to keep people in the staff structure. At the same time, many staff members bore the culture of their predecessor organisations.


For the decade after the formation of the unicity in 2000, there had been only limited attempts at creating a new organisational culture. This meant that the resultant organisation was arguably designed to satisfy its internal imperatives first, and its service-delivery imperatives second.


What’s more, the unicity had taken the necessary step of changing many of its systems for a new corporate approach but had not yet done the work of creating a new corporate approach to its mission – an approach of values, behaviours and culture.


This is understandable. There was a need to have a functioning city government in the first instance. A staff revolt, or a failed unification that resulted in a fracturing, would have been disastrous, not least for service delivery.


Between 2000 and 2008, there were numerous attempts at revising the design of the Cape Town City Government (which we refer to as ‘the organisation’ in this book). Each of these projects was guided by its own logic. One favoured the establishment of independent business units. Another considered a fully decentralised model of service delivery. In most, there was a heavy focus on the organisation’s structure, and not on the way it delivered services or how it designed them.


Due to the fact that there was no clear winner of the 2006 election, a large coalition government had to be formed, which led to further adaptation of the organisation. The government was held together by seven parties, and in order to get parity for those who became Mayoral Committee members, there was a change in the administration. Each party wanted its own directorate and therefore its own executive director, which was accommodated for the sake of political stability.19 This led to large disparities in directorate sizes and authorities.


In a South African executive mayoral system, members of the mayoral committee advise the mayor in certain portfolio areas and assist her in executing her duties in those areas. The size of the committee is prescribed but it is for the mayor to subdelegate responsibilities in support of what will allow the government to function optimally. This point is not always understood but it is vital. For better or worse, an executive mayoral system is extremely powerful, and the committee that advises the mayor only has standing insofar as the mayor chooses to give it to the committee members via a conferral of the mayor’s authority. Too often, it is assumed that a mayoral committee is like a national or provincial cabinet. It is not, and treating it as such would be a misapplication of the structure envisioned by the law.


The need to maintain political stability so that the coalition could govern was an essential principle for stability. However, the logic of how the administration should be configured continued after the political conditions that made it arise had passed. Indeed, in 2011, when a majority government assumed power in Cape Town, the logic of directorate structure and operation was kept, with one or two reconfigurations. In hindsight, even though it may not have been a necessity, this was a good thing. It provided a sense of continuity and stability for the organisation that had sometimes been absent during the tumultuous years of semi-permanent political contestation within the government itself.


There is no doubt that the decision to maintain the status quo gave the organisation room to settle itself. However, it came at a cost. It meant that for nearly a decade, the City Government had adhered to a particular organisational model without considering whether this model was the optimal arrangement for executing its mandate. Furthermore, as too often happens in government, the only significant debates about organisational models revolved almost exclusively around organisational structure.


While structure is important, it must be led by a strategy; and there are myriad other factors that make an organisation successful in executing its strategy. It must have the right business processes, the right delegations of authority, a certain set of values and culture, a clear operating model, an allocation of resources to fit a strategy, and a monitoring and evaluation system that ensures that the strategy is being executed and is impactful, and is not just an exercise in ticking boxes. What was concerning was the fact that this total consideration of all the factors leading to success had not occurred in a fully structured way from an administrative perspective since the early years of the formation of the unicity.


And the circumstances of Cape Town since the formation of the unicity had changed somewhat. The first period of unification had taken place using a model where it was assumed that everyone who accessed a service, with some exceptions, would pay for this service.20 Informal settlements were regarded as some kind of planning aberration that could not be contemplated by formal planning mechanisms – hence the name. Electricity sales were a reliably constant staple of revenue. Urbanisation was occurring. The city centre was a site of urban flight and the idea of Cape Town’s economy was tourist driven, without any sense of the city centre being a major economic centre. The Municipal Finance Management Act did not yet exist. Similarly, data-driven government did not yet exist and the use of digital tools to manage business was only just beginning. The country’s approach to public housing was to provide as many houses as possible, even if that meant urban sprawl.21 Many functions now primarily executed by cities, such as planning and transport, were not fully allocated to them. And the economy was doing well in a time of national optimism and a commodities boom.


By 2011, and certainly by 2016 (the dates of the most recent city elections), those circumstances had changed. Over the preceding 16 years, there had been a large movement of people to Cape Town. Many of these people were in the middle-income brackets and had decided to move their businesses to Cape Town or search for jobs. They had decided to invest in property and were going to join the housing market in places they found affordable on the property ladder. Their intention was for them and their families to live permanently in Cape Town, and to work, go to school and study in the city.


Another category of people came from the much higher-income brackets. They were either wealthy people from around South Africa or international residents. They bought property in Cape Town on the upper side of the property market, as an investment or as an alternative home. Their intention was to come to Cape Town seasonally and to be permanently based elsewhere.


Then there were the people in the lower-income brackets who came to Cape Town from other parts of the country and other parts of the continent in search of opportunities. Many of these people had little to bring with them, apart from their personal possessions and families, and were looking to access not only government services but also opportunities for a better life.


There were different movement trends over this period of time, with some periods more intense than others. There was significant population growth and, for various reasons, since 2007 there had been a more intensive movement of people of all categories into the metropole. Arguably, these reasons are the same as for any city that has experienced growth throughout history: people had seen the city as a place where they could find a better life for themselves and their families. They invested themselves and their futures in a place that they perceived as having a future. And they remained because their gambit paid off or delivered returns that they felt were better than realistic alternatives. This scenario is applicable to many South African cities, not least Johannesburg, which for years was the centre to which economic role players of every stripe moved to pursue their dreams.


But the behavioural change of which Cape Town became a beneficiary was a change in attitudes to how the city was perceived: no longer was it just a city for weekends away or holidays; it became a viable city for those seeking a permanent move for lifestyle or economic reasons.


In our view, Cape Town is the beneficiary of the phenomenon of urbanisation. We are grateful for all the people who move to Cape Town across all categories. If cities are about connections between people, and building a better economy by intensifying the creative connections between people, then having ever more people want to come and add their talents and energies to the mix is to be welcomed. Cities benefit from this renewal of their populations with a demographic dividend of those who can contribute to an economy and revitalise the ranks of those who contribute economically.22


It is not, however, a perfect picture. There are not always enough jobs to go around, and not everyone who moves to a city has immediately tradeable or marketable skills. While Cape Town has a lower unemployment rate than the rest of the country, a rate of just under 20% is still dangerously high. Part of the challenge is to manage these difficulties with the powers we, as the City of Cape Town, have, and adapt accordingly.


That said, there is no doubt that Cape Town has structural problems, much like the rest of the country. Most of the sectors where we have the potential for more growth and more jobs do not easily provide opportunities for those who are working with a low skills base, minimal education or a lack of experience. These structural problems provide policy challenges in the field of the economy that are not fully within the current mix of city powers for South African city leaders to address directly. Addressing these problems requires a combination of government spheres and, most critically, the private sector – something that we will deal with in later parts of this book.


South African cities have tax-raising powers for services and property rates. They can also raise finances from loans or bonds, and receive a mix of conditional and unconditional grants from the national fiscus. (Apart from property taxes, all other forms of tax from residents go to the National Government.) In many ways, this gives city governments a large degree of financial independence that is not fully appreciated. Large cities have budgets in the tens of billions of rands. This provides resources and latitude to deliver services.


But consider the durability of the funding model. The traditional model is a basic one of taxation for services, with provisions for subsidies for those who cannot afford to pay. However, the need of those requiring subsidies increases more than those who can contribute taxes. This means that there is an imperfect duality in the model for taxation in very basic terms, given the need to provide everyone with access to basic services.


‘Providing access’ does not necessarily mean that everyone gets exactly the same level of service, however. A system that works off subsidisation would battle to perform that way and be financially sustainable, without some other form of massive subsidisation of its own from another source. This means that the level of service that is provided working with this particular model cannot sustain the same level of service with a different proportion of beneficiaries, unless there is some change in the operating model or resources can be sourced from elsewhere. And since 2000, the functions of cities have been added to, with the devolution of transport functions and planning authorities to the city.


Meanwhile, the methodology of providing public housing has shifted in broader public-policy terms. In the years immediately after 1994, under the logic of the national Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP), the imperative was to build a million houses within five years.23 This directive was motivated by the need to provide those who had been historically disenfranchised with their own homes in the interests of social justice. This thinking continued in subsequent years, although different housing-delivery typologies were later added.


Unfortunately, one of the side effects of this strategy was an increase in urban sprawl, and a replication and entrenchment of apartheid’s spatial separation. The methodology of building houses for the poor was financially possible only on large tracts of land that could be obtained cheaply and thus were located outside of city centres. As the years progressed, it became clear that not only was this strategy not financially sustainable, it threatened the long-term sustainability of cities and therefore the necessary conditions for making cities workable places of opportunity, especially for those without the means to provide their own transportation.


This issue of transportation had found a space in city thinking, with changes in legislation that allowed cities to build their own public-transportation systems and manage them, with a focus on bus rapid transport (BRT). This also represented significant infrastructural and management challenges for the City of Cape Town, especially with the need to create new contractor relationships and plan a decades-long transportation rollout plan. This will be discussed in more detail later in this book.


In the years following 2000, all these policy shifts represented a much-changed landscape in duties and how they were provided and by whom. While many things in City Government remained the same, many changed significantly. While some were updated and adapted to accommodate the new circumstances, the organisation itself had not yet undertaken a conscious, cross-cutting exercise to consider its model of delivery and whether it was optimally suited for a different environment where the financial calculations had changed and the service-delivery expectations had expanded. This was matched by legitimate demands from residents across a range of income brackets to meet their requirements. Meeting the challenge of these variables meant considering our core business and the choices the City needed to make in order to meet its mandate. In many instances, attention was taken up by matters that had been added to the City’s mandate, taking away focus and resources.


A case for a re-evaluation, for modernisation and reform, had been made. Organisations in the private sector have to disrupt themselves in order to survive. The City Government had no choice but to do the same or risk being at the mercy of events that would overtake it.


Overview of this book


This book is a description of how the institution of the City of Cape Town has been reformed and changed since 2011 to meet its new requirements. It is written from the perspective of us, the authors, from our own personal views.


Given that the City of Cape Town is a vast organisation, with many valuable leaders in the political and administrative realms, we cannot tell all the stories of change in the government. We have focused on those initiatives and projects that we personally led or were involved in. Given this perspective, this work is not an academic piece nor an official history of the City. It is an account of the realities of city government, told from the perspective of driving systemic changes since 2011, culminating in a major reform project in 2016-17.


In 2011, after the election, we translated an election manifesto written exclusively for Cape Town into a programme of action. There was initial resistance to this, and confusion – why didn’t we just follow ordinary administrative plans instead? The Mayor had a new mandate and new ideas, and our goal for the next five years was to translate those ideas into reality.


There were numerous stumbling blocks along the way. When people resisted change by saying ‘that isn’t in the policy’, we turned this around by asking for the policy within 24 hours. These policies usually could not be produced, and it emerged that what people really meant was ‘that is not how we used to do things’. But conventions can be changed and refreshed if needs be, and our mission was to break out of the rut that had bogged down some governments in South Africa, rendering them unable to implement ambitious plans and agendas. This is our story of trying to drive an implementation agenda.


In all the initiatives we have worked on, we have striven to break down silos in the City and encourage transversal management. Transversal management means encouraging cross-departmental collaboration that allows for better and more valuable service-delivery performance in a structured way.


We have also tried to encourage innovation and design-led thinking, and to make the organisation more customer focused. This is thinking about our ‘customers’ broadly: they are every resident of Cape Town. And we have tried to work towards the goal of making the City a high-performing, strategy-led centre of excellence that delivers results.


There have been numerous stages of intervention and work, which provide the basis for discussion in this book. These include descriptions of becoming a strategy-driven organisation with a new public-policy framework; changing the methodology of planning, and performance and strategy execution; working to change the urban form and our approach to human settlements; reforming our interactions with the rest of the world; crafting a resilience and climate-change agenda and strategy for the city; entrenching long-term change at a deep institutional level; and implementing policy changes that could allow South African cities to truly thrive.


Our discussion throughout follows the narrative of our understanding of what drives a city government and the effect this has in the real world, and how we have tried to change the organisation and the reasons why. Cities have the potential to be meaningful drivers of positive change and development in society. This is an account of how we have tried to reach that potential, by working to take city government to the next level.









CHAPTER 1



Deciding where we are going:


Improving strategy and policy development to become a strategy-led organisation


The City has a variety of formal instruments that are meant to determine strategy, mostly in the form of plans and processes required by legislation to try and improve organisational planning. Formal processes and plans, do not, however, necessarily lead to better strategy, especially if there is no link between strategic intent and objectives, and implementation. (Later chapters of this book will discuss this link in greater detail and how we have attempted to address it.)


This chapter deals with the setting up of the right institutional mechanisms to craft strategy, and how these mechanisms have provided direction to the organisation.


There is little point to a strategy if it does not provide a framework within which to act. There also needs to be a firm decision as to where strategy is located in the organisation and how it is determined. Furthermore, in the public-sector environment, strategy must inform the approach to public policy and the overall assessment of the organisation’s performance.


This discussion describes the interpretation of the executive mayoral system in South Africa as the custodian of strategy under the auspices of the council, and how we built capacity to deliver on this mandate in the establishment of the Strategic Policy Unit (SPU). After the SPU came into being, we set up the systems and processes needed for effective strategy and policy development, and reformed the performance-dashboard system.


Powers of an executive mayor


There are two mayoral systems in South African legislation, an executive committee system and executive mayoral system. In the former, power rests with the executive members of the committee, who are allocated via proportion to their political representation in the council. Meetings are chaired by the mayor but this position is largely ceremonial.


In the latter system, power rests with the executive mayor, who has a mayoral committee, which is the model that Cape Town follows.


These mayoral committee members have standing only insofar as the mayor subdelegates her powers to them. They are advisers to the mayor and are, in conceptual terms, her avatars in the portfolios or areas in which she chooses to allocate responsibilities. While there are some functions that are designated to this committee, statutory and delegated authority flows from the law and the council to the mayor. Ultimately, the council fulfils the role of executive and legislature, and is therefore distinct from other spheres of government where there is a very sharp difference between the executive arm, which governs, and the legislative arm, which makes the law. In both the executive committee and executive mayoral systems, these office-holders make recommendations to the council or take decisions on issues that the council delegates to them, with those decisions being reported back to the council.24


For the purposes of this analysis, we will focus on the possibilities and powers of the executive mayoral system, which are tremendous. These powers for an office-holder, however, complement the executive authority that South African cities have overall within their own legislative sphere of influence. The council has executive authority over infrastructure, services, transport, housing (to a degree), taxes, utilities, roads, certain health and social functions, certain economic-development functions, and the environment and planning.25 Combine these powers with a budget approaching R50 billion, such as Cape Town’s, and with a polity of over four million people, and it is possible to begin to comprehend the tremendous scope and potential invested in South African cities.


The role of the council


The fact that the council represents both the functional and executive arm of the government presents an interesting duality. We think that it is possible to successfully manage this duality if we understand the role of properly delegating power within the council structure. Much of this duality is a fundamental component of the principle of local government: local representatives deliberate and vote on the affairs of the areas in which they live, which is fairly straightforward when dealing with smaller municipalities. However, the governance model must be carefully considered when we begin to increase the jurisdiction under consideration by significant magnitudes of scale, as in the case of cities.


Where there are hundreds of councillors in a city, we cannot expect the council to operate in the same way it might have in days gone by, or in smaller towns where there is scope for each councillor to fully understand every local contour. This is where we must begin to arrange our structures of council to derive maximum benefit from the democratic representatives therein. For each item that must be considered by the council, each participant can apply their mind from the perspective of their ward. That perspective informs a debate within caucuses leading up to the adoption of a caucus position by each political party, given that the municipality is arranged according to party lines.26


This is part of the inherent parochialism of the ward-councillor system, and its beauty. The collective wisdom of these local positions combines for a unified, city-wide position that caucuses adopt. As such, the localism that is the intent of this sphere of government still obtains but it is applied in aggregate to consolidate a position for consideration of matters with city-wide magnitude (although there are many items that require council votes that are based on a particular area of the city). Furthermore, the council has numerous committees that advise it on matters requiring some level of specialisation.


All these committees are supported by an architecture of delegated responsibility that allows the council to conduct its executive business through particular positions, committees or office-holders, with those decisions being reported back for governance purposes or recommended to the council for a decision.


Ultimately, the entire council is advised by the executive mayor and her supporting team, principally the mayoral committee, and those professionals who support them in the execution of their democratic mandate.


The executive mayor and the council


It is in the realm of providing this advice to the council that the power of an executive mayoral system lies. According to the legislation, specifically Section 56 of the Municipal Structures Act, the mayor must (among a range of other powers):




	recommend strategies and policies to council


	advise the council on budgeting matters and recommend a budget


	monitor the performance of the administration


	lead efforts to interact with the community


	act as an appeal authority for certain functions





This is a substantial responsibility, in that the mayor essentially acts as the chief adviser to and leader of the council.


It was in considering these duties that the idea for the SPU was born at the beginning of 2012. Until this point, all those matters requiring the Mayor’s leadership were generated from the bureaucratic administration, and were sent to the Mayor for consideration and acquiescence or refusal. In theory, there was nothing fundamentally wrong with this system in technical terms: professional bureaucrats were using a system that filtered items to the mayor to recommend to the council. But it did call into question what the role of a mayor should be in providing leadership to an administration and fulfilling the mandate expected of her by the council and the polity. Indeed, in order for the mayor to play a part in this technical system, the mayor herself would need an apparatus to ensure that her mandate was being adhered to and that the vision encapsulated in the manifesto mandate was being implemented.


Furthermore, if a person is to be the chief adviser to the council responsible for driving strategy, then that person must be able to operate like a strategic centre, with the capabilities of ensuring that this function is executed professionally. In so doing, the strategic centre would not need to replicate the technical proficiency of the administration. That would be impractical and inefficient. Moreover, it would end up replicating the conceptual problem that we started with, by simply replacing one administration with another. Instead, a strategic centre would need to occupy a role that was as yet unfulfilled: a central control point that could assist with direction, ensure that that direction was being followed, and examine where course corrections were required.


In providing this centre, the executive mayor would be able to fulfil her mandate in a way that added value to the organisation and, we believe, truly give meaning to the legislative intention of what an executive mayoral system is intended to do; and, more importantly, provide a framework in which the democratic leadership steered the administration as the representatives of the people.


Political and administrative relations


Such a strategic centre was needed regardless of the political party or coalition leading the council. The assumption should be that those political leaders had been given a mandate from the people and therefore needed tools to give that mandate life. Without this centre, we felt that there was an inherent risk of the political leadership not having sufficient capacity to provide leadership, especially in the face of the immense administrative operation over which the leadership must preside.


The machinery to run a city is vast: there are nearly thirty thousand employees in Cape Town. There are thousands of people in managerial or supervisory roles, with around a hundred senior managers.


In democratic systems, the relationship dynamics between political leadership and administrative leadership is of a kind, with variations, the world over. Essentially, it revolves around the axis of who really is in charge – the politician or the civil servant.27 The tension is located in the fact that the politician has the mandate and must ultimately make decisions, while the civil servant has the technical expertise and an army of people who must work in a way that the civil servant usually understands far more intricately than the politician. This is a good division of labour in that there must be a marrying of democratic will with professional advice and implementation expertise. But the democratic will can run the risk of being impaired by not being completely landed in the administration in terms of changing programmes to meet the mandate. In simple terms, the politician usually faces the senior civil servant as a relatively lonely figure, while the civil servant is something like a general commanding an army.28 This seems to be the usual formulation of this quandary.


We chose not to view it this way, however. While seeing the relationship in this light may provide some insights, the inherent antagonism of this analysis can only take you so far. That is because the emphasis on the division between the politician and the civil servant has an essential assumption underlying it: they are both necessary in the execution of power, and both hold responsibility. The way that power expresses itself and the way they are held responsible is different, however. Ultimately, the politician is held responsible at the ballot box and faces ejection from or return to office. The civil servant is held responsible in terms of their performance and while they may not be exposed to the ballot box, they should theoretically be removed from their position if they perform poorly. In essence, the different responsibility structures should keep both honest and help sustain the responsible execution of power in service of the mandate. This is because poor performance by the civil servant will get the politician ejected, so it is in the interests of the politician to see that the civil servant performs and to take action accordingly if they do not.


Similarly, the distribution of power is different but shared. The politician ultimately makes decisions in accordance with their mandate. The civil servant makes decisions that help the mandate get implemented. Both are dependent on each other. The politician cannot execute a mandate without the civil servant giving life to it. But the civil servant cannot initiate action without the politician’s direction and sanction that it is consistent with the mandate. Ultimately, the people are in charge, and the politician and civil servants serve their will by representing their interests in the way that they make decisions.


The Strategic Policy Unit as a bridge-builder between politicians and the administration


The SPU was created to serve the relationship between the administration and political leadership, and to help in the execution of power and the distribution of responsibility. It was designed not to subvert either leadership structure but rather to add to both of them by strengthening the bonds between them.


The process got under way when Patricia returned from the end-of-year break at the beginning of 2012 and realised that she and the members of her Mayoral Committee needed support in the way they were supposed to provide leadership to the organisation. She stated that she wanted to provide strategic direction to the organisation, and monitor and evaluate its performance more effectively. In order to do this, she was going to propose that the Council establish a special unit to serve this purpose. When Craig asked who would lead it, she quickly responded that he would. And so the idea for the SPU was born.


Almost as soon as the idea was mooted, there was some opposition. Bureaucracies contain vast empires that very quickly detect possible threats on their borders. There was a whole range of rumours that went around, including the allegation that this was a rival administration that was intended to supplant the existing administration and indeed go around it. One of the more colourful variants described the unit as a city ‘politburo’ that would enforce doctrinal discipline, if not ideological purity, through its ‘commissars’. Such intrigue and excitement, while feverishly imagined by detractors, would prove to be far removed from the actual grind of the SPU’s eventual operations.


These feelings and rumours were to be expected. Any process of change, any new introduction, brings with it the possibility of resistance and tension. We had anticipated this and therefore had to go about understanding the sources of the anxiety and make the case for the necessity of this structure and why we saw a void that needed to be filled. The idea was to ask Council to establish a unit that would ensure that the leadership’s strategy and policies were being implemented across the city and that the administration was giving life to the leadership’s policy framework.


Originally, the SPU was meant to be a bridge between the politicians and the bureaucrats – but it was also supposed to fulfil a transversal strategy function. While there were a number of strong silos in the organisation and a number of multidisciplinary programmes and projects, there was no centre that ensured transversal collaboration in a structured way or built-in system requirements that would compel the organisation to work transversally where it was required to do so.29


Moreover, there were a lot of departments and functions that had the word ‘strategic’ in their designations. This meant that there were, theoretically, a range of places in the organisation that came up with strategy that we felt was inappropriate and inefficient. This designation was removed, and we determined that strategy would sit in one place under the political leadership in the SPU.


The role of the Strategic Policy Unit


The SPU would translate a political manifesto into an administrative plan, which would find its expression in the Integrated Development Plan (IDP), and then test every policy and performance indicator against the implementation of that plan.30 There also needed to be a substantial amount of strategy development undertaken. This was in the form of the IDP, but also a longer-term aspiration in the form of a 30-year City Development Strategy (CDS), as well as medium- to longer-term strategic frameworks in the form of the 15-year implementation-focused plans, known as the Economic Growth Strategy and the Social Development Strategy. Furthermore, every policy had to be tested and, where necessary, revised or updated. A policy process had to be put in place, as well as a legislative and policy agenda with subsequent training for every role-player in that process.


A transversal management system to support transversal objectives, and a means to better align budgets with strategy, needed to be established. This was because our strategies were essentially transversal in nature, requiring multiple city departments to deliver on city-wide objectives. There had to be a central body to effectively coordinate this transversal approach without leaving it to chance. Where necessary, better partnerships needed to be forged with intergovernmental partners so as to drive projects that required joint collaboration.


Finally, a mayoral dashboard system that was fully integrated into the performance-management system of the City and its data and IT platforms needed to be established.


Building the Strategic Policy Unit


The first order of business was to design the SPU from scratch: creating job descriptions, working out departmental and operational plans, requesting budget allocations, and motivating to the executive, the Mayoral Committee and council structures why the unit should be created, all while dealing with a change-management process to introduce the possibility of this department and test for where it would need to prioritise its work and how. And, of course, we would need to find the right people to do the jobs required, which would be no easy task.


It took several months to complete the design of the SPU and assess those areas where intervention was required. When it was finally proposed to the Council, the case for its existence had been made convincingly. It was important to get the Council to agree to the establishment of the SPU, as this was not another standard administrative department. Given the fact that it would need to work closely with both the administration and the political leadership, it needed a mandate that had been allocated openly and transparently in order to proceed with its work.


There had been much consideration of how the SPU should be designed and structured in order to give effect to its purpose. A range of models from around the world was considered from different spheres and types of government. We looked at the model of the Delivery Unit under Tony Blair’s government in Great Britain during his tenure as prime minister, which provided a useful perspective on how to link up across a range of departments and connection points.31 There was also consideration, related to the British example, of how policy units have operated under respective prime ministers in advising them and informing their briefings as the leader of the cabinet.32


In the South African context, there was a consideration of the policy-­coordinating model used under the presidency of Thabo Mbeki in the National Government, and the one used in the first term of the premiership of Helen Zille in the government of the Western Cape, in their pursuit of a transversal approach to policy-making and implementation.33 This latter local model, and its formulation of strategic objectives, was a useful informant that added perspective to our thinking.


And at the city level, we considered the mechanisms used by the city leader/prime minister’s office in the city-state of Singapore for driving a clear policy agenda.34 Much of this research was centred on structures that performed some of the functions we were looking for.


There are many examples of departments that focus on government or policy matters and performance management, and in many ways these functions are streamlined into many government systems, including (to a degree) in Cape Town. The essential question was finding a structure that allowed for the streamlined ordinary business of policy and performance-­management functions to continue, while also providing the organisation with a sense of direction and a transversal, government-wide view of how all the policies worked together to achieve some strategic outcome. There had been some examples of functions similar to those we were trying to build in the Provincial and National governments, as mentioned, and, to a certain degree, in one or two South African metros, with a range of examples farther afield. Indeed, the City of Johannesburg had a central department responsible for providing direction on the IDP and policy, while Nelson Mandela Bay also had grouped these functions together in the office of the chief executive officer. The efficacy of these approaches had been variable, in our assessment from the outside.


Considering these examples, we decided that we needed to have our own model that drew on what we had learned but which was uniquely designed for the organisation. We determined that the SPU would be best placed as a structure reporting directly to the Mayor and the City Manager, so that it would have the right political and administrative authority. Once it was established, we needed to find policy and performance analysts who would be up to the job.


Part of the motivation for the establishment of the SPU was also a reflection on the City’s use of consultants in the past. Since our tenure in the City, we have tried to cut down on the use of consultants. They are frequently the source of attack in the public space because of a perception of government’s over-reliance on them, both here and abroad. We don’t have a universal aversion to consultants, however. In some cases, consultants have to be used in order to govern effectively. These cases usually involve instances where the organisation does not have certain specialised skills but needs them for a particular project or undertaking, especially if the undertaking is unique in some way. In such cases, it would not make sense to create permanent positions in the staff structure, and indeed it might not be possible to fill those positions even if they existed, especially if the skills needed were in high demand, highly specialised, or scarce in some way. In these cases, it helps the organisation to contract with experts or highly skilled people who can add value to the undertaking concerned.


Where the use of consultants becomes a problem is when they are hired to do jobs for which people are already employed or to perform tasks that should by rights be performed by the government as part of its core duties. Where this happens, governments can end up paying twice for the same service – once for those employed to do it, and once for those who have been contracted to do it as consultants, and who sometimes do not ensure a transfer of skills. Frequently, consultants are hired to perform some research or strategy work that gets presented to the government. While this can be a productive way to generate information, the need for high-level capacity to do strategy work that is driven by research and data never goes away, making a strong case for permanent staff to perform these functions. Indeed, this capacity speaks to the very heart of government.


In order to be a successful leader, that leader needs a plan and an understanding of how the most immediate challenges are going to be addressed. But focusing only on the most immediate issues, without regard to the past or the future, can be a recipe for disaster. There has to be a complete consideration of previous plans and approaches to problems, if such approaches have existed, to understand what has and what has not worked in the past. There has to be a great deal of future planning as well, for both the medium and the long term. That future planning needs to consider possible scenarios for resources and service needs, as well as possibilities in external conditions and circumstances. This planning can then inform operational and project planning.35


While we did not wish to get lost in overly detailed exercises in the abstract, there was a need for a broad understanding of where the City was going and what it might encounter when it got there. Much of this analysis, of both where an organisation has come from and where it is going, gets contracted out in some governments. We wanted to retain it in-house, develop it, and make it part of the lived institutional reality of the City. The SPU was also conceived, then, as something of an in-house service for what some governments would normally get consultants to do. This approach also allowed for a centre of excellence to be created, a special home for thinking about the City and its future.


When it came time to recruit people, we looked for systems thinkers: people who could understand complexity and the elements of vast government systems and processes, and how these could be effected with the right strategy and policy interventions. We did not need to replicate the expertise of line departments as, by definition, the line departments had that knowledge and specialisation already.36 Rather, we wanted a service where the expertise of several line departments could be considered together and made to work transversally to achieve the required outcomes of the City Government. With some luck and more than a bit of hard work, we managed to employ the first ‘crack team’ of policy analysts in June 2012, and immediately got to work shaping the City’s strategy and policy agenda.


The Strategy Policy Unit in operation


The first major task of the SPU was to create a new strategic framework for the City Government. The Mayor’s party’s Cape Town manifesto, with which she had been elected in 2011, had provided a clear plan for what needed to be implemented in the City Government. It was very clearly laid out as a plan for building Cape Town with five pillars: the opportunity city, the safe city, the caring city, the inclusive city and the well-run city. These simple categories provided a useful taxonomy for all the projects and programmes that needed to be implemented according to the political mandate. They also became a convenient shorthand that captured the essence of the City Government’s mission for the administration.


We did a detailed gap analysis of the manifesto, to detect where we needed to make changes or implement new programmes, and worked with the IDP team to flesh out the essence of the plan for the next five years. We were very proud to take a direct mandate from the electorate and land it in government planning.


It had been a hard battle to get the manifesto plan – or any plan – taken seriously as an issue for contestation before the 2011 election. The Mayor, then a candidate, tried to hold numerous press conferences and briefings on the policy proposals she had for the City. It took some time to get popular traction for these in the media but eventually the constant repetition of the five pillars began to break through the noise and, with it, the introduction of policy and programme ideas.


There is sometimes a refrain during elections that political leaders should talk about and debate policy details. Unfortunately, the media coverage didn’t always reflect this stated desire, and personality issues always seemed to get the most attention (as they seemingly continue to do). Examining the qualities of leaders and what they say about each other is a legitimate election issue but it becomes dangerous when it is focused on to the point of excluding substantive debate about those leaders’ plans to govern.


About a month before the election in May 2011, Patricia launched her plan to deliver better services to the poor at a press briefing at the National Parliament. The plan constituted a major policy package on what had been consistently brought up as a serious issue throughout the campaign. After a long briefing discussing the proposal in detail, the media representatives’ questions focused on allegations of one politician insulting another (in this case that Julius Malema, then the president of the ANC Youth League, had alleged that Helen Zille, then the DA party leader, danced like a monkey), and there were barely any questions about the policy document. Given the seriousness of the proposal and the issue itself, this encounter was frustrating but unfortunately not uncommon.


There was another occasion when one of the major newspapers informed Patricia’s campaign team that they would no longer be coming to the policy press conferences because they were not considered ‘newsworthy’.


Then there was the related matter of the understanding of what the local-­government sphere is actually responsible for. There was, for example, coverage of a rival politician’s idea to fix the train and school systems if he were elected in 2011, with no editorial comment noting that both those functions fell outside of the responsibilities of the local-government sphere.


However, the Mayor and her team’s focus on policies and plans for their election campaign meant that there was a clear direction for the administration.


Once the IDP had been written, there were several large strategies that were coming down the track from the previous council – long-term strategies that had been initiated before 2011 but which were due for completion after the 2011 election.


There are a number of strategic-planning exercises in government, which is entirely normal. But there are also certain trends that become fashionable for a time, like developing long-term-vision documents in addition to a range of other long-term strategic-planning documents. We were confronted with a version of this in the form of a 30-year vision for the city, and worked with the Provincial Government to come up with a strategy for the City region. Like many such documents, the vision document had some utility as an aspirational vision, something that we might want to work towards. But it had little practical utility in the day-to-day business of City Government.
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