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successes and 
failures of planning 
education and 
practice in South 
Africa



Events



2018 Workshop
u The session was aimed at sharing some 

recent research findings with the 
community of practice (an interested & 
concerned group of practitioners) and 
brainstorm ways to support young 
planners. 

u It was especially geared at addressing 
challenges experienced in early career 
stages, and in the SACPLAN framework, 
to be supported during the "candidacy" 
period. 

u The idea was to use the session to 
brainstorm some suggestions on actions 
that can be lobbied with and possibly 
taken up by various role players i.e. 
SACPLAN, SAPI, MISA,  SALGA etc and 
others can take up, or position with 
relevant institutions/decision-makers 
etc.,



2019 Unconference
u On 28 November, the South African 

Planning Education Research Project 
(SAPER), in partnership with SACPLAN, 
hosted an ‘unconference’ event focusing on 
the theme of ‘What I wish I knew.’ 

u The aim of this event was to bring together 
practising planners with the SA SAPER team 
to identify practice lessons and practice 
stories, with the idea being to learn from 
each other on how to be better planners, 
and to consolidate these lessons. 

u Main sessions 

u Voices’ and experiences from practice 
– ‘listening’ and reflecting

u Confessions of a planning optimist –
sharing experiences 

u ‘Thrivival’ guide to planning : What I 
know now 



2019 Unconference – Dialogue walk 
Quote: “The formal education was a foundation only, on the job 
training and experience is where the real education happened.”

Responses

u Why are university curriculums/training still not preparing 
students adequately for the workplace?

u The reality is lifelong learning.

u Reality is the best mentor after education. 

u Why this quote resonates? When I left varsity, I felt I was 
equipped to conquer the world, but when I stopped into my first 
job I realized how “green” I was. 

u I believe that education/going to university assisted me with the 
foundation, of being able to do my work when I started 
practicing. When I started working, most of the things I could 
relate back to the knowledge I acquired from university. 

u You need theory to help you base your arguments, but practical 
experience is essential for success! 

u I have experienced it myself training definitely begins in the 
first year of work and you feel like you know nothing. 

u …



Topic
Number of 
quotes Number of responses Average response per quote

Learning on the job 6 20 3.33
Politics / organization 7 13 1.86
Gender/Race 3 11 3.67
Integrity 10 10 1.00
Informality 3 8 2.67
Apartheid 3 7 2.33
Public/Private 5 6 1.20
Culture 2 4 2.00
Recognition of planning 4 4 1.00
Planning education 8 4 0.50
Conflict 4 3 0.75
Enviroment 2 2 1.00
Other 3 2 0.67
Why I chose planning 2 0 0.00
Total 62 94 1.57



Towards resilience in 
planning practice

u “Drawing on the data generated 
through the course of today, your own 
lived experience, use the material on 
the table to create a prototype model 
of a ‘planners ‘thrivival’ guide: What 
we know now.’ 

u A collection of “practice tips” to 
support young (and older planners) to 
cultivate a resilient practice, in order 
to be able to take action and add value 
in often challenging and complex work-
life contexts.



Challenges to 
practice and 

education



Challenges 
to planning 

in South 
Africa:

(1) 
Education 



One of the most common concerns related to the use of theory
without teaching how to apply it in practical situations (in
other words ‘knowing what’ without ‘knowing how,’ to refer
to Davoudi’s (2015) framework).

The most valuable take from the curriculum were the
practical-based assignments where one had to “apply your
mind”. …

Practically creating land use applications, feasibility
assessments and designing maps were among the few which I
feel I will always remember as opposed to planning theories
which are not always easily applicable or replicable in the
work place.



Overcoming the practice/theory divide is impossible without a much greater
emphasis on applied theory – giving students the opportunity to understand how
a theoretical position will help them in day-to-day decision-making and
practice. …

Part of the response to this should come through a renewed commitment to
continuing professional development, creating a stronger feedback loop between
practitioners and academics to co-construct theories that better reflect local
conditions.

E.G Traditional –

Theory: Identify how the theories of environmental and social justice support and
contradict each other …
Practical: Compile a land use application for a site of X ha …

Applied theory –

Identify and critique the ways in which the planning regulations for your assigned
municipality a) support and b) hinder the achievement of environmental justice, …



Challenges 
to planning 

in South 
Africa:

(1) 
Planning 
practice 



u When talking to planners about success and
failure of planning in South Africa, there
was little consensus on successes, with the
exception of the passing of the Spatial
Planning and Land Use Management Act (16
of 2013).

u However, there was acknowledgement and
a general perception of efforts to reform
planning in South Africa being a failures.
Reasons given for this:

u lack of capacity;

u failure to achieve job reservation for
planners, leading to unqualified
individuals doing planning work;

u political inference;

u weak planning tools;

u and planners’ lack of key skills.



… we report that planners are often passionate about creating well-
designed places yet feel relatively powerless to challenge the status
quo. … local design policy is frequently overlooked because other
policy objectives routinely take precedence over design. The case
studies also reveal the day-to-day realities of chronic underfunding ..
efforts to make design-sensitive planning decisions are often thwarted
by a scarcity of design skills and training; a problem frequently made
worse by entrenched ‘siloed decision-making,’ …



This paper challenges these views. It argues that (1) planners are aspiring for goals that
are unlikely to be accomplished to a satisfactory extent. Instead of focusing our
efforts on achievable goals, the collective energy of the planning profession is being
wasted on a quest for something that is largely unattainable, which will likely to
continue leading to disillusionment and frustration.

(2) This dialogue continues to focus on outward issues over which planners have limited
control. Worryingly, far fewer respondents were willing to look inward at planning
practice in South Africa, and whether our current tools offer a real value proposition to
South African society.

So what should we do differently
1) Given planners’ limited power, we must accept that ‘big’ successes may often

not be possible. Thus, we need to identify and appreciate the ‘smaller’
successes.

2) We need to build a planning system that is viable within the existing
resources, i.e. regulations that are ‘fit for purpose,’ and which focuses the
energy of regulation on the issues that actually matter.

3) We need to move beyond conventional planning tools and embrace different
approaches, especially for forward planning. In particular a move from a
document based approach to dialogue and debate within municipalities and
with key stakeholders.



Looking forward – Planning as technical, 
planning as the art of persuasion

“Walking that line between planning fundamentally being about whom, 
because that who you plan for, that’s who implements your plans, who 
approves your plans, who funds your plans, who commissions your plans. 
That’s all people. And the more technical aspect of the discipline 
understanding the complex network of by-laws. 

Understanding hard physical limits like flood mains and soil conditions 
and dolomite. … Because if you a technical expert but you have no 
social skills, you not going to get anything on the ground. …If you 
socially very fluent but can’t put together a good technical plan, you 
gonna get things on the ground but they gonna be lousy. …:

So, constantly working as a person between the troubled past and a less 
troubled future, between a technically determined profession and a 
socially fluent phenomenon.”


