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Executive Summary 

The SAPER project was funded by the ESRC (Economic and Social Research Council) in the UK and the 
NRF (National Research Foundation) in South Africa under the Newton Fund scheme. 
 
This research focuses on understanding the needs and challenges of planning practitioners in South 
Africa and its implications for planning education before and after graduation. Urban planning is 
considered a scarce skill in the country and plays a crucial role in tacking spatial and social segregation, 
inherited from apartheid, while addressing other challenges (e.g. housing provision, health and 
wellbeing). 
 
The planning profession is already suffering from a shortage of qualified planners. Not doing anything 
will reinforce this gap, with planners quitting the profession due to lack of support and motivation. We 
have been identifying gaps in the training provision, pre and post-graduation and developing a range 
of recommendations to better address skill shortages, the unbalanced distribution of planners across 
the country and finding ways to better support and mentor early-career practitioners.  
 
Some of the key themes this project has tackled have included: 
 

• the role of power relations in planning, 
• success and failure of planning reform post-apartheid, 
• development control, 
• challenges for young graduates and issues around continuous professional development, 
• alternatives and temporary forms of planning and severe resource discrepancies between 

major urban centres and the rest of the country, 
• the broader issues of planning practice in the UK related to the internationalisation of planning 

education. 

 

SAPER has been working closely with a range of partners, the South African Council for Planners 

(SACPLAN), the Commonwealth Association of Planners (CAP) and the Royal Town Planning Institute 

(RTPI). To date, through SACPLAN, the results from SAPER have been disseminated and used to inform 

discussions in various South African Arena including the Council for the Built Environment (CBE), the 

Department of Agriculture, Land Reform and Rural Development (DALRRD), the South African Local and 

Government Association (SALGA). 
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1. Introduction 

Spatial planning (including urban, rural and regional planning) is at a turning point in the Global South, 
particularly in Africa, given rapid urbanisation combined with skill shortages in planning and under-
investment. Planning is delivered by too little planners, or even by non-planners, severely affecting 
cities and local populations and the ability to deal with urban sprawl, informality or infrastructure 
development (UN-Habitat, 2013; Okpala, 2009; Watson and Odendaal, 2013). In South Africa, for 
example, planning has been recognised by the national government as a scarce skill since 2002 – and 
still is; on average, there are only about 10% to 15% of the planners in South Africa compared to the 
UK or Australia. This illustrates the overall context in which the SAPER project was constructed and 
driven forward. 
 
The SAPER project was funded by the ESRC in the UK and the NRF in South Africa under the Newton 
Fund scheme. It looked at the appropriateness, usefulness, and impact of contemporary Higher 
Education urban planning in South Africa. This research focused more specifically on understanding the 
needs and challenges of planning practitioners in South Africa and its implications for planning 
education before and after graduation. Urban planning is under-resourced in the country despite 
playing a pivotal role in tacking spatial and social segregation inherited from apartheid while addressing 
other challenges (e.g. housing provision, health and wellbeing). The profession has been undergoing 
significant shifts in the last decades and has become a more diverse profession. South Africa also plays 
a significant role as a knowledge hub in Sub-Saharan Africa, with many planning students at South 
African planning schools coming from Namibia, Lesotho, and Zimbabwe.  
 
In 2013, the country adopted the Spatial Planning and Land Use Management Act (SPLUMA), which put 
planning and planners at the forefront of significant urban transformation. Its overarching goal has 
been to help achieve social and economic inclusion in planning and land use management practices 
and redress past imbalances. It updated legislation across many areas, including replacing apartheid-
era legal frameworks and gave full planning authority over to municipalities (previously, provincial 
governments held the right of final appeal in development control matters). This Act has been a turning 
point for planning education and practice. The SAPER research has been embedded with this context 
of transformations while also aiming to provide insights into the broader delivery of planning in the 
country and beyond. 
 
This report is structured in four core sections. We first provide an overview of the research project and 
then move to summarise its key achievements. We then discuss the key findings of SAPER and its 
impact, as of February 2021. We conclude by flagging up further areas of research and activities feeding 
from the outputs of the research.  
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2. Overview of the SAPER project and the South African context 

For many years South Africa has modelled its urban planning practices on Western systems, reinforced 
by the education and training provided to urban planning students in Higher Education institutions. 
Concerns have been raised about these methods' relevance and applicability when planning African 
cities (Watson, 2003, 2009). The UN-Habitat’s Global Report on Human Settlements: Planning 
Sustainable Cities (2009) emphasises the role of urban planning in addressing urban dysfunctions and 
stresses urban planning education's relevance in Africa. Chartered organisations like SACPLAN in South 
Africa and the RTPI in the United Kingdom (UK) are clearly positioning planning education as a way to 
raise awareness of graduates and practitioners about core urban challenges. Urban planners in South 
Africa play a meaningful role in the development and transformation of the country. However, many 
crucial changes need to be made to ensure that planning and planners can help address sustainability 
challenges (Oranje, 2014). 
  
This project was part of an ESRC-NRF Newton call for collaborative research on Higher Education in 
South Africa. While some literature exists on the South African urban and regional planning curriculum 
and pedagogy (Watson, 2013; Duminy, Watson & Odendaal, 2013; Duminy, Odendaal & Watson, 2014; 
Watson, 2014; Smit, de Lannoy, Dover, Lambert, Levitt & Watson, 2014; Oranje, 2014), there was yet 
to be a full-scale study that explores the appropriateness, usefulness and impact of the contemporary 
Higher Education urban planning curriculum and its associated teaching methods. This research also 
aimed to reflect more widely on the implications of the South African study for UK planning education; 
this is especially important given the recent increase in students from the Global South registering for 
planning-related courses in the UK.  
 
The project has addressed five key objectives: 
  
• O1: To investigate the social and economic value of planning education in South Africa; 
• O2: To deconstruct how the development and delivery of the urban planning undergraduate and 

postgraduate curriculum addresses issues raised by a changing postcolonial context, and 
particularly here the legacy of apartheid; 

• O3: to assess to what extent issues raised by a changing colonial context is considered and 
addressed in the UK undergraduate and postgraduate planning curriculum and the wider 
challenged and impact of the internationalisation of the planning curriculum: 

• O4: To create a platform for ideas-sharing between South Africa academics, professionals and 
students; 

• O5: To develop a set of evidence-based resources for Higher Education planning strategies that can 
address the Global South challenge in South Africa and across the wider continent. 

 
Urban and regional planning is a small profession in South Africa, with only 4548 registered planners as 
of November 2020 (SACPLAN 2020). It has also been identified as a scarce skill in South Africa since 
2002. This was confirmed in a report in 2007 (Todes 2009) and again in 2012 (National Planning 
Commission, 2010) and has featured in the Department of Higher Education and Training’s scare skills 
lists since 2014. To put this in perspective, the ratio of registered planners in South Africa to the UK in 
2019 is roughly 1:3.8, whereas the population ratio is only 1:1.14. Despite this limited capacity, 
demands on individual planners emanating from legislative requirements are high. Smaller and rural 
municipalities are less likely to have planners than those in metropolitan regions. These smaller 
municipalities are also less likely to afford to employ many planners, let alone experienced planners. 
Yet, SPLUMA implicitly requires municipalities to employ planners to oversee the preparation of spatial 
development frameworks and evaluate land use management applications. SPLUMA also places a 
considerable burden on municipal planning capacity. It requires municipalities across the urban and 
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rural landscape to develop spatial development frameworks and land use management schemes for 
their areas of jurisdiction (such schemes were not required under previous legislation).  
 
Planners are trained in synthesising information as part of spatial planning and can play a crucial role in 
integrating plans and projects towards focused development, specifically within municipal integrated 
development plans. In this regard, SALGA has also identified and confirmed the gap and the urgency to 
address municipalities' planning capacity (Schoonraad and Oranje, 2018; George, 2018). However, 
while demand exists in local municipalities, there is a lack of funding for these vacant posts. 
 
 In terms of supply, there are ten accredited planning schools in South Africa (and one that will be 
seeking accreditation). Seven offer undergraduate degrees between the ten accredited schools and five 
offer postgraduate conversion degrees in planning. An exact number of students is not publicly 
available, but at least a hundred or more students graduate every year with a planning qualification. 
Thus, there is a mismatch between the demand and supply of graduate planners. 
 
As we argue in Andres et al., (2019,pp.6-7), deconstructing urban planning in the country today cannot 
be achieved without reference to the colonial and apartheid-era's legacy. The idea that space should 
be racially divided originated in the colonial period (Mabin and Smit, 1997). These ideas continued to 
develop throughout the twentieth century, particularly following the election of the apartheid 
government in 1948. Within urban areas, there was an attempt to limit immigration and the permanent 
occupation of urban areas by non-whites, creating distinct racialised areas, often by forced 
displacement (Maylam, 1990). In parallel, at the national scale, the apartheid government built on the 
colonial policy of creating Reserves to form ‘independent’ self-governing homelands. In total, it was 
estimated that around 3.5 million people were forced to move because of apartheid policies between 
1960-1983 (Surplus People's Project, 1985).  
 
Planning was intertwined with this segregationist agenda. Planners were involved in demarcating the 
spatial boundaries of where each racial group could live, shaping the conditions of the neighbourhoods 
that black and white households lived in. The suburban model became the norm for white areas, with 
housing on large plots provided with high-quality services and amenities. For black areas, residents 
were treated as temporary residents of the city; housing was basic, often provided in the form of hostels 
with only rudimentary services and amenities (Turok, 1994). This bifurcated approach to planning firmly 
entrenched apartheid and colonial ideas into the urban fabric.  
 
Although the profession was crucial to the delivery of apartheid, spatial planning since 1994 has found 
itself at the forefront of attempts to overcome its physical legacy while addressing structural inequality 
and endemic poverty. 4.774 million subsidised dwellings were completed between 1994/95 and 
2018/2019 (Africa Check, 2019). At the same time, however, many planners have been tasked with 
developing globalised and neoliberal infrastructure, reinforcing middle-class privilege (Miraftab, 2009). 
South Africa is still characterised by a highly fragmented and segregated built environment, but despite 
the scale of the challenges, urban planning remains a scarce skill, with just 3815 registered planners for 
a population of nearly 58 million in mid-2018.  
 
Planners thus find themselves negotiating between powerful strategies that are often contradictory. 
This has a significant impact on planning education and practice, especially given that planning 
education tends to retain a technocratic approach to training, with little to no content on navigating 
this web of contradictory strategies by different stakeholders. 
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 Figure 1: Developed during the South African End of Project Event, reflecting upon what planners need to know to work 

efficiently in the field, and what they wished they knew when they were studying planning.  
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3. Key Achievements 

All achievement from the research are archived (and will continue to be reported in years to come) in 

the UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) ResearchFish annual submission process. We list below the 

range of achievement that has been achieved by the SAPER project, as of February 2021. 

 

Data collection 

• In 2017, we undertook a survey with 219 planning practitioners across the country, with 

questions ranging from concerns relating to work satisfaction, to rank the usefulness of 

planning competencies learned in planning accredited courses.  

 

• In 2018, we interviewed 89 planners across South Africa in both metropolitan and non-

metropolitan areas. An additional 37 interviews were undertaken to support the research of 

our PhD students and research fellow.  

 

• In 2018, we conducted 13 interviews with planning educators teaching on RTPI-accredited 

planning courses in the UK, coupled with an online survey (72 responses). 

 

• SAPER also supported the data collection for four PhDs. 

 

• Data is archived and available from https://reshare.ukdataservice.ac.uk/854063/  

 

Academic outputs (to date) and conferences 

• Eight academic outputs have been published to date, including three book chapters and six 

papers in Urban Studies, Regional Studies, Town Planning Review, Planning Practice and 

Research. 

 

• We presented 11 papers at local and international conferences, with two other presentations 

lined at the 2021 Association of American Geographers Annual Conference. 

 

Practical outputs 

• Those outputs can be downloaded from http://www.saperproject.com/resources.html  

 

• We produced six briefing notes targeting planning organisations (SACPLAN/RTPI), local 

government representatives (e.g. SALGA) and the relevant national government departments. 

 

• We developed three short learning package films on ‘Zoning for low-income areas in South 

Africa’, ‘The transect concept’ and ‘Three ideas on how to build better low-income settlements 

in South Africa’. 
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Figure 2: An example of our short learning package 

 

A professional video on ‘5 pointers for starting work as a town planner’ was created in response to the 

needs faced by early-career planners: http://www.saperproject.com/5-pointers-for-starting-work-as-

a-town-planner.html  

 

 
Figure 3: Five pointers video 
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A platform for international student collaboration was developed and is available from 

http://www.saperproject.com/collaborate.html  

 

`

 
 

Figure 4: The SAPER platform for international student collaboration 
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The project also created and partnered with the Commonwealth Association of Planners (CAP) to 

develop their good practice platform: https://www.commonwealth-planners.org/good-practice-

platform  

 

 

 
 

Figure 5: The CAP good practice platform 

 

Finally, through SAPER, SACPLAN developed a discussion board on his website, allowing all SACPLAN 

members and non-SACPLAN members to discuss and receive support and advise on specific planning 

matters and challenges. 

 

 
 

Figure 6: The SACPLAN forum (in development) 
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4. Key Findings 

Towards understanding the needs and challenges of planning practitioners in South Africa, and what 

implications this has for planning education, before and after graduation 

The SAPER research is focusing on South Africa, listed on the DAC list of ODA Recipients by the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development as Upper Middle-Income Countries and 

Territories. South Africa has a unique set of challenges growing from its legacy of colonialism and 

apartheid, with continuing endemic poverty, extreme economic inequality and spatial division. 

Policymakers and planning practitioners are dedicated to overcoming this problematic legacy, but there 

are also pressures on local and national governments to attract investment and compete globally, 

which have implications for South African cities' planning and management. The profession is thus 

tackling a complex set of problems, some familiar to practitioners in the global North, some relating to 

broader questions of development in the Global South, including economic development and welfare, 

and cutting across both public and private sectors, and some very specific to the South African context.  

 

The SAPER project has been focusing on the needs and challenges faced by planning practitioners in 

South Africa. It particularly focused in unwrapping the implications of such needs and challenges for 

planning education both for planning students and early-career planners. Urban planning is considered 

a scarce skill in the country and plays a crucial role in tacking spatial and social segregation, inherited 

from apartheid, while addressing other challenges (e.g. housing provision, health and wellbeing). This 

project has been of key relevance to link urban development challenges to pressures inherent to 

economic development, and the need to address welfare and create more sustainable urban 

environments, particularly for the poorest and more vulnerable communities. 

 

We have been identifying gaps in the training provision, pre and post-graduation and developing a 

range of recommendations to better address skill shortages, the unbalanced distribution of planners 

across the country and find ways to better support and mentor early-career practitioners. The 

profession is already suffering from a shortage of qualified planners, and not doing anything will 

reinforce this gap, with planners quitting the profession due to lack of support and motivation. 

 

To do so, the SAPER project has conducted the most extensive survey to date of practitioners' attitudes 

toward the state of the profession in South Africa, comprising 219 questionnaire responses and coupled 

with 89 in-depth qualitative interviews. This material was gathered between February-May 2018. Both 

the interview and open-response questionnaire data were coded in NVivo using a combination of 

deductive (theoretically-led) and inductive (data-led) approaches. A total of 38 theoretically-led codes 

were used, with a further 44 codes emerging during the data analysis. We summarise here some of the 

most representative and relevant results.  
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The strength of planning education and challenges of post-graduation 

One of the most positive results we found in the survey was the perception that planning education is 

sufficiently preparing planners to work in South Africa (72% of survey respondents). Many issues were 

raised, and caveats made concerning this statement, but largely respondents felt that planning 

education in Higher Education (HE) institutions adequately prepared them to work in South Africa 

planning practice. When asked whether the respondents found their work as planners fulfilling, an 

impressive 56% answered that they found their work either mostly fulfilling or extremely fulfilling (only 

29% of respondents answered somewhat or not at all). This is a very heartening result, showing that 

many planners find meaning in the work they are doing.  

Concerning motivations behind studying planning, the two largest responses were interest in the 

subject and desire to change society. This has provided evidence for the widely held belief that many 

planners enter into the planning profession with the intent to improve the world in which they live and 

also testifies from a shift in the perception of the planning profession post-apartheid. In terms of issues 

that need to be improved in planning education, the primary set of issues respondents raised related 

to the method of teaching theory and theoretical issues. Also, the balance of theory with practical 

training in planning education was a key concern.  

 

Overall, HE training in planning is bringing an appropriate mix of skills to planners; however, this is not 

sufficient in allowing them to do their job post-graduation. Planners still have to work in a highly 

fragmented and segregated socio-spatial built environment (due to apartheid legacy) that still persists 

and is often reproduced. The planning profession encounters key challenges related primarily to 

capacity, resources, and discrepancies between main urban centres and smaller and rural 

municipalities. The ability of planning professionals to effectively lead and co-produce change is hence 

highly dependent on their professional and personal practice development and, consequently, the 

conditions enabling such impact. This has significance for broader issues, typically economic 

development and welfare as urban development and planning are intrinsically and systematically 

connected to wider economic development and welfare policy (including tackling poverty, delivering 

decent housing for all and promoting healthy environments). 

 

Young planners are struggling to find employment without relevant experience (which is also an issue 

for accreditation). This is combined with difficulties in applying their education in vastly diverse and 

challenging local contexts, where municipalities are often under-resourced. In regions where senior 

planning capacity is limited, there is a need for appropriate continued professional development 

support and practice-orientated mechanisms (including formal mentorship). Hence, there is a need for 

political will in changing the regulations and bringing more incentives to address those skill gaps, 

including, potentially, a Voluntary Community Service year.  
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For more information: 

• Denoon-Stevens., S., Andres, L., Jones, P., Massey, R., Melgaço, L., 2020, Theory versus practice 

in planning education: the view from South Africa, Planning Pratice and Research 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02697459.2020.1735158  

• Lewis, M. and Nel, V., 2019, Setting standards and competencies for planners in Nunes Silva, C. 

(Ed.) Routledge Handbook of Urban Planning in Africa, Routledge, London, pp 162-176 

• Nel, V and Lewis, M., 2019, The Resilience, Adaptability and Transformation of the South 

African Planning Profession in Nunes Silva, C. (Ed.) Routledge Handbook of Urban Planning in 

Africa, Routledge, London, pp. 141-161 

• Results from the SAPER survey with South African planning professionals 

http://www.saperproject.com/uploads/9/5/8/2/95827424/results_from_the_saper_survey_

with_south_african_planning_professionalsf4.pdf  

• Matching needs: planners in local government. 

http://www.saperproject.com/uploads/9/5/8/2/95827424/saper_bn1_-_matching_needs-

_planners_in_local_government.pdf 

• Bridging the gap: the candidacy phase 

http://www.saperproject.com/uploads/9/5/8/2/95827424/saper_bn2_-_bridging_the_gap-

_the_candidacy_phase_.pdf  

 

Planners’ preparedness in changing and diverse urban contexts 

Deconstructing the social and economic value of planning education and what planners need in the 

field, hence what they need to be trained for, revealed a range of possible interventions. This included 

the role of power relations in planning, success and failure of planning reform post-apartheid, 

development control, challenges for young graduates and issues around continuous professional 

development, alternatives and temporary forms of planning and severe resource discrepancies 

between major urban centres and the rest of the country. We highlight below some of the critical 

questions and points we have addressed in those different themes and insist again on how strongly 

connected those issues are in tackling economic development and welfare in South Africa (and Sub-

Saharan Africa). 

 

In our investigation of power relations in planning in South Africa, we used Michel de Certeau’s notion 

of lieu propre for making sense of how practising planners respond to power dynamics within 

municipalities. Through this work, we demonstrated that the strategies of the powerful are themselves 

subject to negotiation. Planners are not merely passive recipients of legislation and policy, but rather, 

state strategies are produced through co-construction between powerful actors, whose interests often 

are at odds.  

 

In looking at the successes and failures of planning in South Africa, planners’ optimism around the 

reform of planning legislation in South Africa has been noted. However, the most commonly noted 

failures of planning reform post-apartheid were the planning systems' inability to achieve spatial 

transformation, the perpetuation of old and inappropriate planning practices, and the failure to 
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implement plans. Respondents argued that the failures of planning reform in South Africa were 

explained by lack of capacity; failure to achieve job reservation for planners, leading to unqualified 

individuals doing planning work; political interference; weak planning tools; and planners’ lack of key 

skills. We challenge the narrative proposed by many of our respondents, arguing that this represents 

an outward view of planning failure, focusing on what planning cannot control. We argue for an inward 

view, which makes peace with the limits of planners’ power; optimises planning practice and 

regulations to work within the constraints of limited political, financial, and human resources; and sees 

planning as an exercise in brokering, persuading and negotiating; where the goal is to ‘sell’ and not to 

dictate to key stakeholders the principles of good urbanism relevant to the locality in question.  

 

In terms of development control, this project has also identified that Western and colonial influence in 

South Africa remains evident in urban and regional planning practices and legislation. This legacy is 

most visible in the use of zoning as the basis of the Land Use Management (LUM) system, in urban areas 

and rural regions, including those under traditional authority and informal areas. However, there are 

growing concerns regarding the suitability of the current system under conditions of rapid urbanisation, 

environmental degradation, and limited resources to deal with social and economic demands.  

 

From our research, we have noted a reluctance to consider other forms of land use management. 

Instead, planners prefer the tried and tested practice of zoning where the risks of litigation are 

understood, as are the possible impacts on land use rights and land values. We argue that this part 

dependency is a reaction to the demands of undertaking land use management under the pervasive 

complexity of social-ecological systems. We suggest that a more suitable LUM system should be 

adaptive, allowing for a range of responses to regulations; simple both in the nature of the regulations 

and in their application; and rely on a framework plan with accompanying design principles.  

 

Looking at alternative forms of planning and temporary uses of urban spaces, we have noted the 

difficulty for planners to embrace with adaptability and join up two complex forms of making and 

shaping spaces, the formal and planned one and the more informal, temporary, diverse and fluctuant 

one responding to everyday needs and coping. We have highlighted the difficulty in tackling such 

temporal dynamics in planning education and then in practice, where planners often loose scope and 

understanding of what is happening in the field and specifically in the more informal communities.  

 

Finally, reflecting on gaps and need in training, we question how planning practice and education can 

address the difficulties for young planners to find a job coupled with resource scarcity faced by the 

smallest and more rural municipalities. This has allowed us to raise a range of questions related to 

places where planning and specific tasks of planning are delivered by non-planners or by planners who 

do not have full knowledge, capacities, nor resources to tackle challenges they are tasked to address. 

We have argued here that this issue is not specific to South Africa, which is still much better placed 

than most African countries despite a severe shortage of planners. 

 

Reflecting on these arguments' implications, we suggest that there should be a greater emphasis in 

planning education on how to negotiate and work within the structures of power, everyday 
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temporalities, and find ways to gain additional training once in the field. These findings also emphasise 

the need for planning educators to teach planning students to be creative to enable planners to think 

beyond tried and tested methods and approaches to planning and identify and embrace alternative 

practices to planning and regulation better suited to the South African context. The heart of this is 

recognising that planning is a profession with a balance of hard and soft skills, and that competence in 

both is required in order to be successful as a planner. 

 

For more information: 

• Andres, L., Jones, P., Denoon-Stevens., S. & Melgaço, L., (2019) Negotiating polyvocal 

strategies: re-reading de Certeau through the lens of urban planning in South Africa, Urban 
Studies, https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098019875423  

• Andres, L., Bakare, H., Bryson, J., Khaemba, W., Melgaço, L., Mwaniki, G., (2019) Planning, 

Temporary Urbanism and Citizen-led Alternative-Substitute Place-Making in the Global South, 

Regional Studies, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00343404.2019.1665645  

• Bakare, H., Denoon-Stevens, S. & Melgaço, L., Informality and temporary urbanism as 

defiance: tales of the everyday life and livelihoods in Sub-Saharan Africa in Andres, L & Zhang, 

Y (ed) Transforming Cities Through Temporary Urbanism - A Comparative Overview, Springer, 

Cham, pp61-72 

 

The internalisation of planning education and the changing colonial context 

Rapid urban growth in parts of the Global South has led to a growing recognition of the need for 

increased numbers of trained planners to regulate unregulated development, safeguard the health and 

quality of life of urban populations and protect natural resources. Simultaneously, planners in the global 

North are also being encouraged to recognise the significance of interactions, flows of people, goods, 

concepts, and differing approaches to planning in an increasingly globalised world. Furthermore, 

increases in global student mobility, the expansion of branch campuses and exchange programmes, 

together with the transfer of ideas via vibrant international professional networks, represent signs of 

successful official efforts to internationalise curricula.  

 

Nevertheless, doubts remain surrounding whether internationalisation is being sufficiently embedded 

within planning curricula. There are repeated concerns regarding whether future practitioners are 

being equipped with the knowledge and skills to address the complex twenty-first-century global 

challenges of creating high-quality, socially-inclusive and sustainable places. To look into those 

questions, we conducted 13 interviews with planning educators teaching on RTPI-accredited planning 

courses in the UK coupled with an online survey (which received 72 responses). 

 

Overall, respondents were generally positive about the recent efforts to explore the global nature of 

planning. Indeed, for some, embracing new knowledge and skills would likely enrich curricula, attract 

diverse student cohorts, while encouraging students to reflect more deeply on the value that broader 

international perspectives might bring. Some participants saw this as being particularly important in 

tackling the impacts of climate change, urban growth and other global challenges.  
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However, tensions and evidence point to the need to harness the rich mix of identities, abilities, 

learning styles, language levels, language requirements, cultural backgrounds, expectations, 

motivations, and prior experiences, that emerge with increasingly diverse, international cohorts. Again, 

though, finding ways to accommodate and celebrate such diversity remains challenging without 

institutional support and sharing of knowledge.  

 

There is a need for relevant, diverse knowledge bases that reflect much-discussed social science ideas 

around the interconnectedness of place. The value of looking to other knowledge bases from beyond 

the Anglophone setting was acknowledged, along with being alert to how (spatial) planning transfers 

and adapts in different societies could form part of a more “universalist” planning education attuned 

to global challenges. But there are other benefits here. For example, such an approach also provides 

an essential set of skills needed for students to access the global labour market. Hence there is evidence 

to suggest that further curricula design could incorporate a broader set of international perspectives. 

Nevertheless, while planning education is being shaped and informed by different insights around the 

different roles of urban planning under conditions of globalisation, care needs to be given in expanding 

educational underpinnings in ways that might jar with official UK-centred accreditation processes, 

quality assurances and the needs of UK employers.  

 

Acknowledging that global connections have created diverse urban centres may help broaden current 

interpretations of change, which stresses the importance of corporate finance, compliant planners, and 

avaricious developers in shaping urban environments. Well-documented fears surrounding a shortage 

of trained UK planners, combined with ongoing concerns around public sector cutbacks, might place a 

practical break on such ambitions. Even so, evidence suggests that there is further scope to consider 

how customs, cultures and forms of exchange that take place in certain diasporic communities are 

shaped in some way by colonial forces. Developing a more rounded understanding of urban change, as 

shaped by colonial incursions, both past and present, presents an opportunity for planners to consider 

the needs and opportunities of diverse urban communities in the global North.  

 

Several practical suggestions emerged from the need to create planning curricula that are suitably 

positioned to provide future practitioners with the skills, knowledge and experience to deal effectively 

with twenty-first-century challenges. First, efforts to internationalise need to be managed, resourced 

and sustained in ways that benefit staff and students. This requires university, practitioner, and 

institutional support to enhance future planning practitioners with the necessary skills to deliver future 

(global) planning solutions. Second, other opportunities surround how institutions might be 

encouraged to align international marketing, student recruitment and support services with staff 

recruitment, expertise, teaching and research agendas. This may also involve building staff expertise, 

motivations and willingness to embrace opportunities associated with internationalisation. A forum for 

sharing knowledge and good practice on this would be a welcome step. Third, acknowledging the varied 

ways in which staff and students of different backgrounds encounter efforts to embed 

internationalisation across formal and informal HE time-spaces. Again, a forum that shares and captures 
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critical reflections on staff and (former) students' personal motivations and experiences would help 

build inter-institutional dialogue and shared knowledge bases.  

 

Finally, there were some powerful examples of where UK planning programmes are encouraging 

different international ideas that push planners to reconsider established Western knowledge bases 

and teaching practices. There is scope for disseminating these comparative perspectives and case 

studies that might expose greater numbers of students to critical global dimensions of planning. 

Comparative international case studies would also need to consider the contextual factors shaping 

planning practice. However, there is scope to expand the range of case studies and teaching resources 

that consider the challenges and opportunities of planning at a time when the world of places, such as 

nations, cities and regions, are being shaped by the dynamics of an increasingly networked global 

society.  

 

While context matters, postcolonial ideas and other international examples may offer fresh impetus to 

professional bodies, institutions, planning educators and students to reflect on the diverse histories 

and geographies of globalisation. For example, further consideration could be given to whether 

different kinds of “tactical urbanism” found in parts of the Global South are transferable to other 

contexts. However, there are other opportunities, too. Postcolonial perspectives would encourage 

students to reflect on the importance of collective memories, traditions, customs and sense of place 

attachment that manifest in many diasporic communities in parts of the global North. Understanding 

these forces is an important starting point for helping planners to build stronger, inclusive and 

sustainable places. 

 

For more information: 

• Adams, D., Andres, L., Denoon-Stevens., S. & Melgaço, L., 2020, Challenges, opportunities and 

legacies: experiencing the internationalising of UK planning curricula across space and time, 

Town Planning Review, 91(5), 515-534, https://doi.org/10.3828/tpr.2020.29 

• Challenges, opportunities and legacies: experiencing the internationalising of UK planning 

curricula http://www.saperproject.com/uploads/9/5/8/2/95827424/saper_briefing_note-

_internationalisation_of_planning_education.pdf 

 

SAPER practical contributions 

One of the SAPER project's key ambitions was to generate opportunities for ideas-sharing amongst 

South African academics, professionals and students and, in general, a set of evidence-based resources 

that can address the wider urban challenges characterising South Africa and other countries in the 

Global South. 

 

Throughout the project, we engaged with practising planners from government, private and academic 

sectors. We arranged two events in South Africa, one in 2018 and one in 2019, attended by a range of 

practising planners from government, private and academic sectors. The 2018 event, which ~30 people 

attended, focused on candidacy and mentoring of young planners, as the event allowed for a dialogue 
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between planners from different departments and sectors on this issue. We also met with and 

presented to SALGA, the official organisation representing the local government in South Africa.  

 

In 2019, we hosted a larger event with 58 people, mostly planners, again from a range of departments 

and sectors. This event used an ‘unconference’ format to flip the format from presenting to attendees, 

creating a more discursive format that allowed participants to engage with each other and the event 

content. For example, one of the events had a gallery-style setup to present various quotes from the 

SAPER research interviews and work from the Cities of Integrity project at the African Centre for Cities. 

The gallery intended to allow participants to walk around and engage with the research on their terms. 

Each participant was encouraged to place a small note on quotes with which they agreed or on those 

which made them uncomfortable. This approach allowed us to see what participants felt about some 

of the key issues we had identified in the research and allowed participants to see what other 

participants felt about topics, creating an indirect, anonymous dialogue between participants.  

 

Some of the themes that emerged from the conversations included: 

• Rethinking roles: what is a ‘good’ town planner? Qualities discussed included communication, 

mentorship, innovation, constant growth, etc. 

• Conversations and knowledge: It was argued that one of the core qualities of effective planning is 

having conversations with the right people to gather their insights. 

• Young planners: Being a young planner was compared to a professional ‘adolescence’ where you 

need to reinvent yourself to find your niche.  

• Planning and integrity: This was argued not just to be the absence of corruption but also the making 

of the best plans within the constraints of the resources available.  

• Finding support: Core to effective planning is building networks of support. 

• Motivation: purpose inspires allies and provides ways to add value. 

 

As to engage with the broader planning challenges across the Global South and specifically the 

Commonwealth, SAPER also partnered in 2018 with the RTPI and CAP to organise a seminar looking at 

‘Think Planning – Think Global Planning Challenges in the Commonwealth’. It focused on the challenges 

faced by planning in the Commonwealth context. Over 60 participants attended the event, which 

allowed questioning the role of planning across the Commonwealth and stressing SAPER work's 

importance and results in tackling practitioners' needs. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, we could not 

organise a large-scale physical event in the UK and limited ourselves to an online event that limited 

interactions and the opportunity for the South African team to join us in London. 

 

The SAPER project developed several tools and multimedia resources to promote ideas-sharing. 

 

We developed with the CAP a platform for their awards event, with the intent of creating a spatial 

database of good planning projects internationally. This was used for their 2018/2019 and 2020 awards 

event. Similarly, a teaching app developed by the project team and hosted on the SAPER website, which 

allowed us to create an opportunity for UK and SA students to interact. Despite logistic difficulties, 

students from both countries managed to learn from each other’s experiences.  
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We produced four videos, including three short learning package examining 1) the processes of zoning 

for low-income areas in South Africa; 2) the Transect Concept allowing to assess the different types of 

human settlements in South Africa and how planning engages with them; 3) ideas on how to build 

better low-income settlements in South Africa. Additionally, we produced a video targeting young 

planning graduates starting their urban planning career and discussing five pointers they should 

account for when starting their first job. This was created building upon the feedback received and 

discussions during our South African End of Project Event. 

 

Finally, thanks to the SAPER project, an online discussion forum has been developed on the SACPLAN 

website. This tool intends to provide a space for South African planners and planning students to 

engage with one another to debate contemporary South African planning issues, share resources, and 

create awareness of opportunities. We see this as a crucial part of making planning students aware of 

the various issues they will encounter in practice and allowing them to connect with practising planners 

and other students. For practising planners, we intend for this tool to aid in continuous professional 

development by allowing for sharing of knowledge and debate.  
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5. Impact 

Reach and Impact of the SAPER Project 

The SAPER project matches directly with two of the SDGs:  

• Sustainable Development Goal 4: “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and 

promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.”  

• Sustainable Development Goal 11: “Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient 

and sustainable.”  

 

Findings from SAPER have critical relevance to ongoing discussions happening at both local and national 

levels and through SACPLAN, in the context of the implementation of SPLUMA and the rising 

recognition given to the planning profession and the need to better plan South African cities and hence 

address SDG11. We have engaged with the relevant bodies, i.e. SACPLAN, which is a key partner of 

SAPER, but also SALGA, DALRRD, the Department of Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs 

(COGTA) and the Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation through the workshop organised 

in Pretoria on November 21, 2018. In line with this, two briefing notes have also been published on our 

website (Bridging the gap: the candidacy phase & Matching needs: planners in local government). Our 

results in line with planning capacity, lack of resources, need for alternative ways to deliver 

mentorships, and lifelong learning has critical relevance for SDG4 and hence why we are currently 

looking into expanding the research to other African/Commonwealth contexts (please refer to the 

findings section). Please also refer to the dedicated SACPLAN section below, which is unwrapping how 

SACPLAN has been using the SAPER results. 

 

The End of Project Conference in South Africa has allowed us to focus on practice conversations 

between young and established planners. This has informed the production of a short video that targets 

early-career planners and provides them with advice on how to take their career forward, addressing 

issues of mentoring and scare resources in the profession. This is complementing the short teaching 

videos we have also produced, which has received at the time of writing 262 views. Through this event, 

practitioners were provided with a chance to respond to other practitioners' views, thus providing us 

with a second level of verification to data, effectively giving practitioners the voice to tell us what is 

important to them from the data we gathered. Again, this has crucial importance in tackling the need 

to provide for quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities and is feeding into several 

outputs we can currently still working on. 

 

In terms of the South African partner university's impacts, University of the Free State (UFS), many of 

the research findings have been used to shape the urban and regional programme’s programme 

structure. For example, the South African PI has used data from the programme in shaping the creation 

of an honour’s research module. This data has also been used to make changes to other courses taught 

in the department and was cited in the departmental accreditation report submitted to SACPLAN as 

providing the evidence base needed to identify necessary changes to the postgraduate planning 

curriculum. 
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In line with widening the impact of SAPER results to other Official Development Assistance (ODA) 

contexts, we have engaged with the CAP and the Association of Commonwealth Universities. The SAPER 

project has been regularly feeding into the work and discussions of CAP (including the CAP Woman in 

Planning Network and the CAP Young Planners Network); it has recently resonated with the Call to 

Action on Sustainable Urbanisation across the Commonwealth that has been launched on February 2, 

2021, to ask for greater priority to be given within the Commonwealth on sustainable urbanisation. 

Discussions have included how best to respond to capacity needs and gaps in the African context within 

the built environment sector and in line with key challenges, specifically sustainability and climate 

change. This resonates with SDG13: Climate Action. 

 

Focusing now on our national impact in South Africa, the SAPER project has been working in partnership 

with the SACPLAN since 2016 and produced several briefing notes and reports which have been of 

significant use for SACPLAN. This included: SAPER Briefing note – Bridging the gap: the candidacy phase, 

SAPER Briefing note – Matching needs: planner in local government, and an in-depth review and 

analysis of SACPLAN registration data. Those results were widely communicated through the SACPLAN 

newsletter and in high-level meetings, as detailed below. The SAPER research results reached the CBE 

Transformation Indaba, DALRRD, and SALGA. 

 

One of the earlier outcomes of the SAPER project was the analysis of the SACPLAN registration data. 

The evaluation and interpretation of the SACPLAN registration data provided evidence regarding the 

rapid growth over the past ten years in the number of registrations as well as a clear change in the 

demographic composition of planners in South Africa. This also clearly demonstrated the profession's 

transformation with specific reference to race and gender, typically an increase of non-white planners 

and more women entering the profession. An article was published in the June 2019 issue of the 

SACPLAN Newsletter (SACPLAN, 2019). In the same issue, we also reported the findings from the large-

scale SAPER survey, which looked at practitioners' attitudes toward the state of the profession in South 

Africa. The short article focused on lessons for planners’ formal education and training, looking at how 

planners were adequately prepared or not to work as a planner. It informed discussions on the 

planners’ accreditation process and particularly the SACPLAN Competencies and Standards Project. 

 

The same information addressing the number of registered planners with SACPLAN by race and gender, 

and were included in a presentation made during a meeting with Minister Thoko Didiza, the Minister 

of DALRRD at the end of 2020. The DALRRD is the department responsible for planning nationally. 

Results were also presented by the Chief Executive Officer of SACPLAN at the CBE Transformation 

Indaba held in 2019 and received very positive feedback. The SACPLAN Chairperson also presented this 

information during the Planning Africa Conference 2018 held in Cape Town, South Africa. His 

presentation's title was “The role of SACPLAN in Shaping the Future of the Planning Profession”. It is 

still too early to argue that the SAPER results inform policy outcomes; however, results are currently 

widespread in high-level decision-making arenas. More recently, the briefing note – Bridging the gap: 

the Candidacy phase was used as part of the input to the draft National Implementation Framework 
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towards the Professionalisation of the Public Service (8 December 2020) from the National School of 

Governance.” 

 

 It is worth noting that some of Mischka Dunn (nee Jacobus)’s findings, whose PhD was funded out of 

the SAPER project have informed SACPLAN’s registration process discussions (on the 102 week’s 

practical experience). One specific example is: SACPLAN now requires an agreement on a training plan 

between the candidate planner and supervisor, revised every six months and sent to SACPLAN to 

confirm that training is occurring. SACPLAN is currently actively working towards addressing the 

profession's resource and skills gaps. It actively drives the agenda seeking solutions to address the need 

to employ registered and qualified planners within the public sector. In this regards, SACPLAN had been 

engaging DALRRD, COGTA and SALGA. Both the SAPER Briefing note on Bridging the gap: the candidacy 

phase, as well as the SAPER Briefing note – Matching needs: planner in local government have been 

used in the discussions with the DALRRD, COGTA and SALGA. The policy briefs on the shortage of 

planners appear to have reached the Presidency as Town Planners were included in the list of 

internships advertised this year along with the Municipal Infrastructure Support Agency’s (MISA) 

internships.  

 

The importance of their role in the rolling out of the briefing notes' recommendations had been 

identified and acknowledged. Again, discussions about the future planning directions are still ongoing; 

we can expect the SAPER results to continue to inform discussions in the next couple of years. (In this 

regard, the SA PI and one of the SAPER co-investigators are part of a project commissioned to identity 

amendments to South Africa’s national planning legislation. Both intend to draw on the SAPER project 

findings and the raw data to inform their inputs into this project.) 

 

Finally, through the SAPER project, a discussion forum on the SACPLAN website was developed. This 

aims to connect urban planners and built environment experts together and debate, seek information 

and support specific planning issues. The forum has just launched; it is thus too early to claim impact 

yet. 

 

Capacity Building & Gender Statement 

This award did not include a Gender Equality Statement, but I would like to mention that the project 

involved five male colleagues and eight women (including UK PI, UK Research Fellow, two South African 

doctoral researchers, and three established South African academics). Career development towards 

early-career female staff was a priority for us. The UK Research Fellow at the end of the contract was 

offered a post-doctoral position in Sweden (Malmö University) and more recently a tenured track 

lectureship in Human Geography at the University of Lund; Mischka Jacobus, whose PhD was funded 

by the NRF through the SAPER project, was offered a tenured lectureship at UFS and Rouve Bingle is 

still actively involved in the UFS department, in both teaching and research, while she is finishing her 

PhD.  
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This project was developed with capacity building in mind, both sides (the UK and South Africa) and 

with a strong ethos given to early-career members. At different stages of their careers, all members 

were offered opportunities to present at international conferences and have been leading and been 

involved in publications and all impact activities. This interaction, especially through the mutual trips to 

the UK and South Africa, allowed senior and early-career researchers to interact and learn from each 

other. A teaching app developed by the project team and hosted on the SAPER website allowed us to 

create an opportunity for UK and South Africa (SA) students to interact. Despite logistic difficulties, 

students from both countries managed to learn from each other’s experiences. 

 

Additionally, the project offered the opportunity for the SA PI to spend his research leave in the UK. 

This allowed for more in-depth interactions between the two PIs and the UK team, which was essential 

in combining SA and UK insights in writing papers. This also contributed to the knowledge transfer 

between the UK and SA, with this research trip exposing the SA PI to UK urban planning system and HE 

landscape.  

 

As per the data collected, gender balance and ethnicity were key criteria in sampling our interviewees 

to ensure balance and representativity. The project did not have a gender element, though, so this was 

not included in our coding as it was outside of the research scope. Diversity and inclusivity were picked 

up in our analysis, though one of the coding themes was due to the profession's diversity and its shift 

towards a much more diverse and inclusive profession. As detailed below, the results of the projects, 

as per its focus on urban planning, have a wider impact on communities, beyond gender. 

 

For more information: 

SACPLAN (2019) Appropriateness, usefulness and impact of the contemporary Higher Education urban 

planning curriculum in South Africa. SACPLAN Newsletter, July 2019 – Issue 2: 12-14. 
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6. The Way Forward  

While the SAPER project is now completed, numerous research activities are still ongoing amongst the 

team members. This includes further publications along with conference presentations. We are also 

still actively engaging with our partners, particularly SACPLAN and CAP. 

 

In the light of the global pandemic, the team has been recently engaging in several activities reflecting 

on the connection between planning and health, and shifts may be needed in the context of the post-

pandemic city. We have been calling for an approach toward ‘Responsible Inclusive Planning and 

Healthy Cities in Africa’ (Andres et al., 2020). This approach positions planning at the centre of a 

renewed relationship between people in place and health. The context and nature of places matter, 

along with how people use and live within a place. This requires forming a new planning partnership 

building upon the science of disease transmission and built environment layout, combined with 

understanding behaviours informed by approaches to education and skills. This approach involves 

relatively low-cost interventions generating small wins and tangibles outcomes. 

  

Responsible inclusive planning also reiterates the powerful role of planning in shaping spaces, and the 

difference planners can make in generating transformative changes. There needs to be a solution to 

the planning capacity problem. Planners also require new skills to support the co-creation of 

environments promoting health and reducing disease transmission. This is not an easy task. Small wins 

are possible given planning capacity and fiscal constraints and will reduce risk and create trust as cities 

are transformed. Local small wins will be incremental and, combined, these interventions will transform 

lives.  

 

Such shifts are crucial to ensure preparedness and resilience to future crises, and planning educators 

and professionals have a significant role to play in driving such shifts to generate impacts on people, 

place and policies. 

 

For more information: 

• Andres L., Bryson, J., Denoon-Stevens, S., Bakare, H., Du Toit, K., Melgaço, L., 2020, Calling for 

Responsible Inclusive Planning and Healthy Cities in Africa, Town Planning Review, 

https://doi.org/10.3828/tpr.2020.49 

• Denoon-Stevens, S. & Du Toit, K., 2020, The job-food-health nexus in South African townships 

and the impact of COVID-19 in Bryson, J., Andres, L., Ersoy, A., Reardon, L. Living with 
Pandemics: Places, People, Policy and Rapid Mitigation and Adaptation to Covid-19, Edward 

Elgar. (forthcoming) 
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