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abstract: Local Economic Development (LED) planning is a place-based ap-
proach to development planning and increasingly significant across much of the 
global South. One of the key challenges facing LED planning is the necessity to 
adjust planning in relation to the dynamic nature of both international and na-
tional framework conditions. The purpose of this article is to show this challenge 
by examining the dynamic nature of the national policy environment impacting 
upon LED planning in South Africa, a country which has a relatively long history 
of LED planning. Five dimensions of the changing landscape of national econom-
ic development planning in South Africa are identified. These relate to (a) LED 
within the context of new national economic and development plans; (b) initia-
tives for reindustrialising the South African economy, the associated importance 
of localisation and promotion of the green economy; (c) changing programmes 
around small business development; (d) shifts in rural development interventions; 
and (e) the fluid spatial context within which LED planning as a form of place-
based economic development is embedded. 
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ingly, there has been growing willingness to adopt 
the approach of LED whereby local stakeholders as-
sume greater responsibility for catalysing area pros-
perity and making their localities more competitive 
in both national and (potentially) international con-
texts (Rogerson, Rogerson, 2010a; Rodriguez-Pose, 
Palavicini-Corona, 2013).

In the re-shaped landscape of development plan-
ning, local economic development (LED) has ap-
peared as a novel planning focus in both developed 
and developing countries, particularly in the con-
text of pervasive trends towards decentralisation 
– the deliberate and planned transfer of resources 
away from central state institutions – and of shifting 
structures of government and governance. Its focal 
activities are based upon maximising the compara-
tive advantages of localities and include improving 
the local business environment, building local skills, 
cluster development (often involving small medium 
and micro-enterprises) and encouraging trust and 
partnerships between the private sector, public in-
stitutions and civil society (Ruecker, Trah, 2007). 
From a review of international experience it is ap-
parent there are different approaches to LED as well 
as different entry points for starting an LED proc-
ess (Rodriguez-Pose, Palavicini-Corona, 2013). LED 
processes offer an integrated approach to develop-
ment rather than a ‘one size fits all’ solution. It is 
stressed that their core purpose is ‘to mobilise the 
local economic potential by bringing innovation to 
all its growth dimensions which range from infra-
structure, to local SMEs and their skills, to attract-
ing foreign direct investment, fostering territorial 
competitiveness, strengthening local institutions, 
better management of the development process 
and internalising local resources’ (Rodriguez-Pose, 
2008: 23). Critics maintain, however, that LED is 
little more than ‘a convenient response to both the 
neoliberal as well as post-development critiques of 
the mainstream development approaches promoted, 
without much success, after World War II’ (Akudu-
gu, Laube, 2013: 16).

1. introduction

Local Economic Development (LED) has emerged 
globally as a vibrant ‘place-based’ planning approach 
to local and regional economic development (Barca 
et al., 2012). The growing significance of LED plan-
ning approaches is inseparable from the changing 
world economy and especially the advance of glo-
balisation. LED is a contested concept, however. For 
Akudugu and Laube (2013: 4) the term ‘is still im-
precise, ill-defined and open to multiple interpre-
tations’. Bartik (2003:1) views LED as increases in 
a ‘local economy’s capacity to create wealth for local 
residents’. The World Bank (2002) maintains the ac-
tivity of LED is about local people working together 
to achieve sustainable economic growth that brings 
economic benefits and quality of life improvements 
for all in the community The German internation-
al development agency (GIZ) considers LED is ‘an 
ongoing process by which key stakeholders and in-
stitutions from all spheres of society, the public and 
private sector as well as civil society, work joint-
ly to create a unique advantage for the locality and 
its firms, tackle market failures, remove bureau-
cratic obstacles for local businesses and strengthen 
the competitiveness of local firms’ (Ruecker, Trah, 
2007: 15). 

Notwithstanding the ‘slippery’ nature of the LED 
concept, over the past two decades the activity of 
LED planning has become of growing significance 
especially in the developing world, not least because 
‘the prospects for and promises of LED seem to be 
huge’ (Akudugu, Laube, 2013: 3). Leading inter-
national development agencies, such as the World 
Bank, GIZ and UNDP, have been influential in dif-
fusing the concept of LED from the global North to 
the global South (Marais, 2010; Rogerson, Roger-
son, 2010a; Akudugu, 2013). Acceptance levels have 
been raised within the global South as traditional 
top-down development strategies have proven inef-
fective for generating the required momentum for 
local development (Rodriguez-Pose, 2008). Accord-
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Within the global South, the experience of South 
Africa is generally considered a pioneer in terms of 
LED activities which have been strongly encouraged 
by national government since the end of apartheid. 
Arguably, planning for LED in South Africa is the 
most advanced and longest established in sub-Sa-
haran Africa (Rodriguez-Pose, Tijmstra, 2007; Rog-
erson, Rogerson, 2010a; Rogerson, 2011; Akudugu, 
2013). The activity of ‘doing’ LED in South Afri-
ca (as elsewhere) necessarily demands that adjust-
ments be made to local planning in relation to the 
dynamic nature of both international and national 
framework conditions. Among the most significant 
international events have been the ramifications of 
the global financial crisis which unfolded after 2007 
and ‘profoundly’ impacted the prospects for LED 
internationally (Tomaney et al., 2011: 620). Other 
critical considerations are the growing significance 
and expansion of South-South trade with the for-
mation of new economic blocs (most importantly 
that of Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Af-
rica), and the mounting acknowledgement of the 
need to implement adaptation and mitigation strat-
egies in relation to the consequences of global cli-
mate change (Tomaney et al., 2010: 773). At the 
national scale of reference since the preparation and 
release of South Africa’s national LED framework 
in 2006 the context for local planning has altered 
radically in several critical dimensions. In particu-
lar, a number of major shifts have occurred within 
the terrain of national economic policy and of na-
tional development planning which together have 
recast the context for LED policy and practice in 
South Africa. 

The purpose of this paper is to furnish an over-
view and analysis of the most important policy 
changes that have taken place nationally since 2006 
in reshaping the landscape for LED planning in 
South Africa. The article illustrates the extraordi-
nary rapidity of change in the policy environment 
that LED stakeholders and planners must deal with. 
Against the background of an examination of the 
growth and importance of LED in national devel-
opment planning in South Africa, the major part 
of the paper discusses critical changes in national 
economic policy and of the shifting planning con-
text for national economic development which set 
the parameters for local economic development. 
Five important issues are highlighted, namely the 

relevance of LED within new frameworks for na-
tional economic development; the impacts of new 
initiatives for reindustrialisation, especially of local-
isation and new green economy initiatives; new di-
rections in small business development with LED 
implications; changing rural development interven-
tions, and the changing spatial context within which 
LED planning as a form of place-based economic 
development is embedded. 

Methodologically, the paper is the output of an 
analysis of documentary sources with additional in-
puts drawn from a number of key stakeholder in-
terviews which were conducted during 2012 and 
2013 with representatives of the major national 
line ministries that impact decisively upon trajec-
tories for LED planning. Among the most impor-
tant of these national departments in South Africa 
are the Department of Cooperative Governance 
and Traditional Affairs (DCoGTA) formerly titled 
the Department of Provincial and Local Govern-
ment [DPLG]), which has the core mandate for sup-
porting LED planning, the national Department of 
Economic Development (DED), National Treasury 
and the national Department of Trade and Indus-
try (DTI). 

2. local economic Development 
in South africa 

Since the transition to democracy in 1994 LED has 
been elevated from isolated local development in-
tervention, mainly in the country’s largest cities of 
Johannesburg, Cape Town and Durban, to an oblig-
atory mandate for all South Africa’s local authorities 
in terms of the national constitution (Nel, Roger-
son, 2005a). The legislative and policy context for 
LED has been shaped by several key pieces of legis-
lation (Nel, 2001; Van der Heijden, 2008; Rogerson, 
2011a; Sibanda, 2013). First, the 1996 Constitution 
recognises the significance of local government and 
Section 152 obliges municipalities to promote eco-
nomic development of local communities. Second, 
the 1998 White Paper on Local Government es-
tablishes the notion of ‘developmental local gov-
ernment’ which is defined as ‘Local Government 
committed to working with citizens and groups 
within the community to find sustainable ways to 
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meet their social, economic and material needs, and 
improve the quality of their lives’ (Sibanda, 2013). 
Third, the Local Government Municipal Systems 
Act of 2000 made the pursuit of Integrated Devel-
opment Planning (IDP) a compulsory activity for 
local government and legislated a number of key 
LED functions and responsibilities (Nel, 2001; Nel, 
Rogerson, 2005a). The essential aim of the Act is 
to ‘provide for the core principles, mechanisms and 
processes that are necessary to enable municipalities 
to move progressively towards the social and eco-
nomic upliftment of local communities’ (Nel, Binns, 
2003; Van der Heijden, 2008).

From the perspective of several observers, it is 
considered that the period 2005-2007 marks a new 
and significant watershed in the history of LED pol-
icy frameworks in South Africa (Rogerson, 2008a). 
Importantly, after almost 10 years of LED being 
a statutory requirement for local authorities, the 
DPLG released an official statement of common 
understanding and goals for LED which provides 
to local authorities, for the first time, a definitive 
set of guidelines for their activities (DPLG, 2006). 
The release of the 2006 framework document, Stim-
ulating and Developing Sustainable Local Economies, 
confirms what Nel and Goldman (2006) identify as 
a new ‘policy maturity’ surrounding LED policy 
frameworks in South Africa. The document offers 
a vision for promoting ‘robust and inclusive local 
economies, exploiting local opportunities, real po-
tential and competitive advantages, addressing lo-
cal needs and contributing to national development 
objectives’ (DPLG, 2006). Overall, LED has consol-
idated in importance within the development plan-
ning landscape of South Africa as an integral part 
of the country’s initiatives for political decentralisa-
tion (Nel, 2001; Rogerson, 2008a; Nel et al., 2009; 
Rogerson, 2011a). 

During the past two decades the South African 
experiences of promoting LED have attracted con-
siderable scholarly interest, particularly from the 
community of human geographers and planners. 
In terms of analysis, researchers have scrutinised 
a  range of issues including changing directions 
of national government policy, the record of pro-
growth LED interventions particularly in cities, 
LED experiences outside the major cities in second-
ary centres and small towns and the role of LED in 
addressing challenges of unemployment and pov-

erty alleviation in South Africa (Rogerson, 1996, 
1999, 2000; Nel, 2001; Nel, Binns, 2002a, 2003; Ab-
rahams, 2003; Bond, 2003; Rogerson, 2004a, 2004b; 
Nel, Rogerson, 2005a, 2005b, 2007; Nel et al., 2009; 
Rogerson, 2009; Rogerson, Rogerson, 2010b, 2011; 
Rogerson, 2011a, 2013a; Gunter, 2014). Other criti-
cal issues under investigation have included the role 
of small, medium and micro-enterprises in LED 
processes, governance, public procurement, sectoral 
partnerships, trust and relations between the private 
sector and local government, and the establishment 
and impact of local economic development agen-
cies (Rogerson, 2003, 2004a, 2004b; 2010a, 2010b; 
Houghton, 2011; Rogerson, Rogerson, 2012; Law-
rence, 2013; Malefane, 2013; Sibanda, 2013). Fi-
nally, a large amount of academic work has been 
pursued examining the impacts and prospects of 
particular sectors for LED planning. In particular, 
with South Africa’s re-entry into the internation-
al tourism economy from 1994 after years of eco-
nomic sanctions, much attention has been devoted 
to interrogating a set of issues surrounding tour-
ism-led economic development and its impacts in 
the country both in cities and in small towns as 
well as rural environs (Nel, Binns, 2002b; Roger-
son, 2002, 2006; Stoddart, Rogerson, 2009; Hoogen-
doorn, Visser, 2010; Ramukumba, 2012; Rogerson, 
2012a, 2013b; Pillay, Rogerson, 2013; Van der Mer-
we, Rogerson, 2013; Gunter, 2014). In addition, the 
special role and issues around the mining sector in 
South Africa both as catalyst for local development 
and of local decline have attracted the attention of 
LED scholars (Nel, Binns, 2002a; Rogerson, 2011b, 
2012b; Marais, 2013)

3. The changing terrain for leD planning

Since the preparation and release of South Africa’s 
national LED framework in 2006 the context for 
the planning of LED has altered markedly in sev-
eral critical dimensions. The 2006 framework was 
prepared at a time of high optimism about rising 
economic growth. Its authors could never have an-
ticipated the combination of seismic international 
events which recently have radically impacted the 
conditions for LED internationally, including for 
LED in South African localities (Rogerson, 2013a). 
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Among the most significant international events 
has been the global financial crisis which severe-
ly affected the prospects for LED (Tomaney et al., 
2011). Beyond international shifts there have been 
a number of critical policy turns in South Afri-
ca which also impact upon LED planning. These 
are a  series of local policy changes in South Afri-
ca which affect LED planning and are the focus of 
concern in the remainder of paper.

Overall, in relation to the changing landscape of 
national economic development planning five es-
sential themes can be identified as influencing LED 
in South Africa. These relate to: (a) the relevance of 
LED within the context of new national economic 
development plans; (b) the initiatives launched by 
DTI for reindustrialising the South African econ-
omy, the associated growing importance of lo-
calisation and promotion of the green economy; 
(c) new initiatives around small business develop-
ment; (d) changing rural development directions 
and interventions; and (e) the new spatial context 
within which LED planning as a form of place-
based economic development is embedded. Each 
of these themes is examined in turn.

3.1. new economic development plans 
and the relevance of leD futures

During 2009 the Zuma administration launched 
the New Growth Path with its ambitious vision of 
creating 5 million jobs by 2020 and with a focus 
on a  new more inclusive, labour-absorbing devel-
opment path (DED, 2010). The New Growth Path 
document aims to address the structural ‘problems’ 
inherent in South Africa’s economy and to launch 
a set of strategies aimed at fighting against poverty, 
reducing inequality and addressing rural develop-
ment all in the effort to create decent jobs (Nation-
al Treasury, 2012: 9). In many respects the NGP is 
South Africa’s response to both changing techno-
logical production systems and the global econom-
ic downturn which occurred from 2008. In terms of 
LED planning six core principles are identified by 
the Department of Economic Development. These 
are: (a) improving the labour absorption capacity of 
the economy both in the absolute numbers of em-
ployment opportunities created as well as in the la-
bour intensity of economic growth; (b) rebuilding 

the productive capacity of the economy; (c) inte-
grating green considerations in economic growth by 
decreasing the carbon emission of economic activi-
ties as well as actively identifying new opportunities 
in the green economy; (d) focusing on the oppor-
tunities on the African continent and support-
ing logistics and industrial opportunities elsewhere 
on the continent that can strengthen the country’s 
own employment base and economic development; 
(e) enhance the coherence and linkages between 
sectors such as for example between new infra-
structure development and extension of local man-
ufacturing capacity; and (f) promoting partnerships 
between business, labour and government as critical 
instruments to drive the jobs goals (DED, 2012a: 9).

One distinguishing element of the NGP is that 
it is not focused on the existing growth path in its 
search for new job creation. As Nattrass (2011) 
points out the NGP seeks to create a ‘new’ more 
labour-absorbing path through the judicious use of 
government policy which entails reversal of some 
of the structural shifts which took place in the ear-
ly 2000s, most importantly that of employment de-
cline in the country’s manufacturing sector.

For Turok (2010) the notion of the developmen-
tal state has become of central importance and is re-
flected in the establishment of the National Planning 
Commission as well as the discourse of the New 
Growth Path. Nattrass (2011) also views the NGP as 
advocating a ‘developmental state’ in order to sup-
port and build new productive activities, especially 
in light manufacturing, the mining and agricultural 
supply chains, and in a range of knowledge-inten-
sive and skill-intensive activities (e.g. biotechnolo-
gy) and in green technology (notably solar power). 
Turok (2010: 267) considers that ‘the contribution 
of regional and local authorities to the developmen-
tal state has been somewhat neglected’. In addition, 
it is maintained that a ‘developmental state needs to 
harness the collective power of institutions at eve-
ry level in order to alter the growth path and ena-
ble all areas to realise their potential’ (Turok, 2010: 
268). A case for a stronger focus on LED linked 
to the NGP is made evident in the statements that 
a  ‘national approach cannot provide sufficient flex-
ibility to meet the different conditions in each re-
gion and locality’ and further ‘cannot exploit their 
particular advantages and opportunities for growth 
and development’ (Turok, 2010: 268). The relevance 
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of LED is underscored as ‘provincial and local insti-
tutions could complement national state capabilities 
by providing additional energy, ideas and expertise 
to build unique productive assets and distinctive 
industrial strengths not rolling out and replicating 
a standard national approach’ (Turok, 2010: 268).

As compared to the NGP’s emphasis upon the 
‘developmental state’ the National Development 
Plan (NDP) 2030, which was released in 2012 by 
the National Planning Commission (2011) evinces 
a more neo-liberal outlook. This is a second high-
ly significant framework to reshape development 
planning in South Africa. In terms of the econo-
my the emphasis of the NDP is upon construct-
ing a more inclusive and more dynamic economy 
in which the benefits are shared more equally. 
The NDP builds upon, however, the key propos-
als of the NGP for creating new jobs by providing 
a supportive environment for growth and develop-
ment while promoting a more labour-absorptive 
economy. It is disappointing however that the role 
of LED is scarcely mentioned in the National Devel-
opment Plan although its relevance is acknowledged 
implicitly in the statement that for planning ‘it is 
important that a one-size-fits-all approach is not 
taken – government and the private sector should 
understand the distinct challenges and potential of 
different areas and respond with a location-specif-
ic approach’ (National Planning Commission, 2011: 
237). In the National Development Plan the most 
significant statement related to LED is that for the 
making of sustainable human settlements South Af-
rica needs ‘municipalities that put economic devel-
opment and jobs at the heart of what they do and 
how they function’ (National Planning Commis-
sion, 2011: 254).

3.2. reindustrialisation, localisation, 
and the green economy

The re-industrialisation of South Africa is one of 
the cornerstones of the New Growth Path and has 
emerged as the central focus of much of the pol-
icy and interventions recently undertaken by the 
DTI. Since 2008 South Africa has been engaged in 
a wide-ranging set of industrial policy interventions 
through the Industrial Policy Action Plan (IPAP) 
with a framework of continuous improvements and 

upscaling of industrial development interventions 
as set out in the 2007 National Industrial Develop-
ment Framework (NIPF) (National Treasury, 2012). 
Among its core objectives the NIPF seeks, inter alia, 
to facilitate a programme of economic diversifica-
tion, ensure the long-term intensification of South 
Africa’s industrialisation, to galvanise a labour-ab-
sorbing industrialisation path and a further inten-
sification of industrialisation towards a knowledge 
economy beyond 2014.

During 2011 the DTI expressed serious concerns 
about the underperformance of the South African 
economy relative to the global economy and more 
particularly to the performance of other emerging 
economies (DTI, 2011a). Until the 2008 global eco-
nomic crisis the South African economy enjoyed 
steady and progressive growth, albeit not matched 
by any significant improvement in levels of unem-
ployment. With the onset of recession and accom-
panying declines in production, the economy shed 
over a million jobs with approximately 200 000 jobs 
lost in the country’s manufacturing sector (DTI, 
2012a: 22). In its Medium Term Strategic Plan for 
2011-2014 the DTI identified both falling levels of 
employment and slow growth of manufacturing val-
ue as ‘a deep rooted structural problem’ and of key 
concern particularly given that the manufacturing 
sector is regarded as one that can absorb low skilled 
labour (DTI, 2011b). The performance of the coun-
try’s manufacturing sector was considered as espe-
cially poor if benchmarked against the record of 
China, India and Brazil. This was viewed an out-
come of ‘the policies these countries followed before 
the recession, which focused on production sectors, 
and significant interventions to counteract the ef-
fects of the extended recession’ (DTI, 2012a: 22). 

It was pointed out that the modest growth of 
the economy is ‘driven by unsustainable increases 
in private credit extension and consumption rather 
than a more sustainable growth path underpinned 
by the growth of production-driven sectors of the 
economy’ (DTI, 2012a: 22). Put simply, consump-
tion-driven sectors (such as finance, insurance or 
tourism) were the driving forces of South Africa’s 
modest economic growth performance as opposed 
to production-driven sectors such as agriculture, 
mining or manufacturing. The IPAP was identified 
therefore as a key pillar of the NGP (DED, 2010; 
DTI, 2012a: 20). It represents a range and mix of 
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policies deemed as critical to achieve a scaled-up 
industrial policy and in particular for reconfigur-
ing ‘a shift towards the productive side of the econ-
omy’ (DTI, 2012a: 29). The first IPAP was produced 
in 2008 and the most current version for 2012/2013 
– 2013/14 is the fourth iteration. It contains a broad 
range of action steps and interventions in support 
of the goals of NIPF. In the drive for reindustri-
alisation of South Africa two issues of special sig-
nificance and potential impact for LED futures are 
those relating to localisation and the green  economy.

The drive for localisation is associated with 
changes in government procurement and of amend-
ed regulations to the Preferential Procurement Act 
which were effected on 7 December 2011. In har-
mony with the NGP’s advocacy of social partner-
ships to accelerate job creation, representatives of 
government, labour, the community constituency 
and business have established a localisation accord 
(DED, 2011a). This highlights the important role 
that can be played by extending local procurement 
in terms of government procuring South African 
produced goods and services for industrial develop-
ment and job creation. The objective is to achieve 
a 75 percent target for localisation in the procure-
ment of goods and services both by the public sec-
tor and the private sector and thus to significantly 
expand the value of goods and services which are 
secured from South African producers. It is argued 
that leveraging ‘public procurement is one of the 
key instruments for deployment by government in 
support of the productive sectors, and will be used 
in combination with policies on industrial finance, 
trade, competition, innovation and skills develop-
ment’ (DED, 2011a: 1). 

The critical importance of strategic public pro-
curement as ‘a critical instrument’ is reiterated by 
the DTI (2012a: 33). Through the review of pub-
lic procurement new regulations have been enacted 
which provide for specific sectors, sub-sectors and 
products to be classed as ‘designated’ in terms of 
which all public entities (national government, pro-
vincial and local as well as state-owned enterprises) 
are ‘to ensure that the designated products procured 
by them are produced locally’ (DED, 2011a: 2). 
Furthermore, the localisation accord provides ‘for 
public entities to procure locally- manufactured 
products that are not on the list of designated prod-
ucts’ (DED, 2011a: 2). The process of designating 

sectors or products is to be undertaken on a regular 
basis with the following list of industries designat-
ed for local procurement as from December 2011 
viz., buses; rolling stock; power pylons; canned veg-
etables; clothing, textiles, leather and footwear; and 
set top boxes (DTI, 2012a: 16). Additional products 
indicated as under investigation are pharmaceuti-
cals; electrical cables, yellow metals; office furniture, 
and school furniture (DED, 2011a: 2–3). The signif-
icance of designated sectors and the drive for local-
isation is to encourage a deepening of local supply 
chains with corresponding positive impacts for lo-
cal industrial and economic development.

A second significant social accord relates to the 
Green Economy (DED, 2011b). This Green Econ-
omy Accord is a response to concerns about cli-
mate change and is viewed as the establishment of 
a ‘green partnership: to create jobs, provide a spur 
for industrialisation, and help to create a sustain-
able future’ (DED, 2011b: 3). Once again this ac-
cord is a follow on from the New Growth Path’s 
commitment to greening and green jobs (Nattrass, 
2011). It commits the social partners to building 
and growing the green economy and notes that 
‘up to 300,000 jobs are possible within a decade if 
South Africa actively invested in the green econo-
my’ (DED, 2012a: 14). The current IPAP stresses 
that ‘an ambitious programme of renewable energy 
generation should catalyse a significant wave of eco-
nomic benefits and industrial development’ (DTI, 
2012a: 66). Opportunities for manufacturing de-
velopment exist around the production of renew-
able energy plant, the manufacture of solar water 
heaters, recycling and biofuels production. The syn-
ergy with localisation imperatives is also made ev-
ident. It is stated that above all, ‘it is necessary to 
have a localisation strategy that uses the enormous 
spending on climate change induced technologies to 
create local industrial capacity, local jobs and local 
technological innovation’ (DED, 2011b: 7). Indeed, 
in the absence of synergistic localisation initiatives 
the danger exists that South Africa ‘will bear much 
of the cost of greening our society without reaping 
an important benefit in the form of job creation’ 
(DED, 2011b:  7). Overall, therefore, the advance-
ment of the green economy in South Africa offers 
further opportunities for local production and sup-
ply chain development that must be filtered into 
LED planning. 
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It should be noted that critical support for green-
ing extends beyond the DED and DTI and includes 
commitments from National Treasury. A different 
dimension is introduced into greening debates with 
the focus on building ‘resilient economies’ in South 
Africa both from a social and ecosystems perspec-
tive (Cullinan, 2011: 35). Representatives of the Na-
tional Treasury Technical Assistance Unit stress the 
importance for the country’s major cities to tackle 
seriously issues around greening and speak of the 
imperative for ‘green governance’. It is argued that 
cities ‘can take the lead in helping to promote the 
green economy’ and ‘the green economy would help 
build resilience and also address poverty and build 
local employment and job opportunities’ (Cullinan, 
2011: 41). The call is made for the fashioning of 
‘resilient cities’, which is about changing the ways 
that cities are run and operate and most important-
ly introduce adaptive responses to the challenges of 
both climate change and oil dependence (Cullinan, 
2011: 40).

3.3. Small business development issues

One of the common focus areas of the NGP and 
NDP is that of supporting the growth of small busi-
nesses as well as of cooperatives as a vehicle for 
drawing more South Africans into entrepreneuri-
al activities and boosting job creation. Essentially 
this commitment in support of small enterprise de-
velopment represents a continuation and re-state-
ment of policy support that goes back to the early 
years of democratic change (Rogerson, 2004c). The 
centrality of small business development for achiev-
ing the objectives of competitive local economies 
and of inclusive growth is emphasised (Malefane, 
2013; Sibanda, 2013). Accordingly, all national gov-
ernment led interventions that support the SMME 
economy have a powerful resonance for LED 
futures.

Importantly, different forms of intervention im-
pact upon different kinds of SMME. The objectives 
of inclusive growth can be supported by pro-active 
interventions to support the informal economy in 
particular localities. In addition, the activities of 
the Tourism Enterprise Partnership, a support pro-
gramme for tourism SMMEs, enhance the pros-
pects for micro-enterprises and small enterprises 

in the tourism sector, particularly in South Afri-
ca’s poorer provinces (Rogerson, 2008b). The mak-
ing of business environments that are ‘friendly’ to 
small business entrepreneurs is of core concern for 
LED futures. The DTI and DCoGTA are engaged 
in a  partnership to undertake ‘red tape’ reduction 
in selected municipalities across the country. This 
initiative aims to identify the most critical red tape 
issues and afford a starting point for local improve-
ment processes, especially for the group of ‘ordi-
nary’ (as opposed to dynamic) small and medium 
enterprises that end up paying disproportionate-
ly higher costs of compliance with administrative 
rules, regulations and procedures which impedes 
their market access. The approach of reducing lo-
cal red tape thus represents a pro-active and locally-
driven approach for building a better local business 
environment. The national roll out of this pro-
gramme is a vital step in order to institutionalise the 
reduction of local red tape for SMMEs in order for 
them to take advantage of business opportunities 
in each locality and towards a more inclusive path 
for LED.

In relation to fostering the important category of 
high growth SMMEs the importance of existing and 
new programmes for the development of technolo-
gy stations and business incubators must be high-
lighted as positive catalysts for innovation and for 
endogenous growth. Ndabeni (2012: 5) emphasis-
es the significance of supporting innovation in the 
SMME sector ‘in order to ensure greater probabil-
ity of (business) survival with employment being 
a positive consequence’. Employment growth in lo-
calities can be the outcome of innovation support 
for improved business survival for start-up enter-
prises and a natural consequence of larger and in-
novative SMMEs expanding and graduating to 
larger-sized businesses. The Department of Science 
and Technology has a longstanding programme for 
technology stations to accelerate the interaction 
between universities and SMMEs. These technolo-
gy stations ‘offer technology support and advice to 
low technology based SMMEs in order to improve 
and graduate into high technology SMMEs’ (Nda-
beni, 2012: 7). Strengthening the responsiveness of 
these technology stations in South Africa and mak-
ing them more responsive to the long-term needs of 
SMMEs is an important intervention for supporting 
LED with endogenous growth through small firms.
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The second element of support for high growth 
SMMEs and endogenous growth is of establish-
ing business incubators which focus on economic 
growth, sustainable employment, technological in-
novation and technology transfer (Masutha, 2014). 
There is a large body of international experience 
which demonstrates that given appropriate pol-
icy support small business incubators can be po-
tential tools for LED. An important current in the 
development of business incubators in South Af-
rica is that of supporting technology incubators. 
Currently, there are 33 incubators established with 
public sector support and ten additional incubators 
of which nine are privately funded as well as one 
public-private sector partnership (Masutha, 2014). 
The weight of existing evidence shows that the per-
formance of these sectorally-cluster based initiatives 
for incubation has been mixed with some incuba-
tors performing ‘extremely well’ whereas several 
other projects ‘have performed poorly’ (Ramluckan, 
Thomas, 2011: 20). 

In a recent rethink of policy support for dyna-
mising the SMME sector and expanding govern-
ment’s impact upon the SMME economy, one of the 
key recommendations was to augment the existing 
infrastructure and network of support for business 
incubators (Osiba Research, 2011). This recommen-
dation has been taken up and endorsed by the DTI 
with the launch in 2012 of the Incubation Support 
Programme (ISP). The linkage of this programme to 
LED is explicit. It is stated the DTI ‘initiated the In-
cubation Support Programme (ISP) to develop in-
cubators and create successful enterprises with the 
potential to revitalise communities and strength-
en local and national economies’ (DTI, 2012b: 2). 
The ISP aims to encourage partnerships where-
by large businesses assist SMMEs with skills trans-
fer, enterprise development, supplier development 
and marketing opportunities with the long-term 
objective of graduating SMMEs ‘into the main-
stream economy through the support provided by 
the incubators’ (DTI, 2012b: 2). The programme is 
no longer simply concentrated upon high technol-
ogy SMMEs as national government stresses now 
its role for broadening economic participation in 
the country by encouraging and nurturing start-up 
enterprises through incubators. Its scope is envis-
aged to bring enterprises from the survivalist stage 
and informal economy and graduating them into 

the mainstream economy. The planned roll out of 
these business incubators has considerable implica-
tions for LED in localities where new incubators are 
established. The potential commitment and scale of 
this initiative is indexed by the fact that government 
has announced a target of establishing 250 new in-
cubators by 2015 (Masutha, 2014). 

3.4 towards comprehensive 
rural development

The acceleration of rural development was one of 
the most critical interventions proposed in the New 
Growth Path as a means to address the structural 
challenges underpinning both economic and spa-
tial inequalities in the country (DED, 2010). It is 
acknowledged that rural development ‘is a cross 
cutting mandate that requires significant coordi-
nation for maximum impact’ (Archary, 2011: 4). 
The  central ministry tasked with dealing with the 
complex challenges around rural development is the 
Ministry of Rural Development and Land Reform 
(DRDLR) which was created in 2009. The establish-
ment of the DRDLR is viewed a watershed for rural 
development in South Africa as for ‘the first time in 
its history, the country would have a ministry ded-
icated to the social and economic development of 
rural South Africa’ (DRDLR, 2012a: 10). It is con-
sidered the start of a new policy and development 
paradigm for rural development as the post-1994 
paradigm was ‘premised on the assumption that ur-
ban development would inevitable cascade to the 
rural periphery’ (DRDLR, 2012b: 9).

The new National Department of Rural Develop-
ment and Land Reform was given the mandate to 
develop a Comprehensive Rural Development Pro-
gramme (CRDP) for the country. In pursuit of this 
mandate it is claimed that DRDLR has ‘embarked on 
developing a fresh approach to rural development’ 
(DRDLR, 2012b: 1). The CRDP is targeted to enable 
‘rural people to take control of their destiny, with 
the support from government, and thereby dealing 
effectively with rural poverty through the optimal 
use and management of natural resources’ (DRDLR, 
2012b: 1). The core outcomes of the CRDP are the 
making of ‘vibrant, sustainable, equitable rural com-
munities and food security for all’ and of deepen-
ing rural job creation and the creation of economic 
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livelihoods (Swartz, 2011: 2). Key facets of this fresh 
approach to the challenges of South African rural 
development are, inter alia, ‘a co-ordinated and in-
tegrated broadbased agrarian transformation as well 
as the strategic investment in economic and social 
infrastructure that will benefit the entire rural com-
munities’ (DRDLR, 2012b: 1). The major challenges 
of rural areas are considered to be poor or lack of ac-
cess to socio-economic infrastructure and services, 
public amenities and government services coupled 
with lack of access to water or lack of water sourc-
es for both household and agricultural development 
(Archary, 2011: 3). 

The role of the DRDLR is to function as an ‘in-
itiator, facilitator and coordinator and catalyst in 
rural development interventions’ (Archary, 2011: 
5). Special focus is upon infrastructure provision 
in respect of both economic and social infrastruc-
ture. The CRDP places strong emphasis on devel-
oping new and rehabilitating existing infrastructure 
in rural areas (Archary, 2011: 6). Beyond transport 
infrastructure, this includes rural electrification, 
communication networks, irrigation schemes, water 
harvesting schemes, fencing for agriculture and stor-
age facilities. Social infrastructural improvements 
are centred on sanitation, health clinics, sports and 
recreation, rural libraries, rehabilitation of schools, 
and new centres for skills development. Overall, it 
is made clear that the CRDP follows three phases 
in its mission to engineer sustainable vibrant com-
munities (Swartz, 2011: 4). First, is an incubator 
phase with the main driver that of meeting basic 
needs. Second, is an entrepreneurial development 
stage which involves the development of medi-
um to large scale infrastructure. Third is the pro-
jected emergence of rural industrial and financial 
sectors which is to be driven by SMMEs (includ-
ing cooperatives) and the consolidation of village 
markets.

The significance of the unfolding CRDP for ru-
ral development cannot be ignored. In relation to 
LED the establishment and strengthening of ru-
ral livelihoods forms the foundation for rural LED. 
The DRDLR itself recognises the linkages to LED 
(DRDLR, 2012b: 2). The roll out of the CRDP is 
occurring geographically across areas which span 
the majority of the most economically vulnera-
ble local governments which are prioritised by 
DCoGTA. 

3.5. evolving debates 
around national spatial policy

As a place-based strategy for economic develop-
ment, LED in South Africa is an integral element of 
national spatial development. The New Growth Path 
recognised the urgent need for policy initiatives to 
address the extraordinary divergence in terms of the 
spatial concentration of economic growth, which 
was attributed to apartheid policies. Among oth-
ers recent work by Turok (2011: 2) spotlights that 
in South Africa ‘spatial inequalities are substantial’, 
inequitable, and generally viewed as structural or 
deep-seated in character. The overt thrust of the 
New Growth Path, however, is strongly towards ru-
ral development whereas other government policies 
focus on promoting Industrial Development Zones 
in coastal regions (Nel, Rogerson, 2013). 

It is considered that South African policy de-
bates about spatial development ‘have become 
trapped within a rather unproductive and ster-
ile urban-rural dichotomy’ with polarised opinion 
around the merits of pro-urban or pro-rural de-
velopment (Turok, 2011: 2). Conventionally these 
debates are anchored on recognition that the ma-
jor problem for spatial development in the country 
is simply the urban-rural divide. It was acknowl-
edged in a 2011 report produced by the Presiden-
cy that in South Africa ‘spatial inequality needs to 
be taken more seriously’ (The Presidency, 2011: 33). 
A more nuanced conversation around spatial ine-
qualities is required beyond simply that spatial ine-
qualities are an apartheid legacy issue that requires 
redress and must incorporate a deeper understand-
ing of the workings of the national space economy 
and of production systems (Turok, 2011). Overall, 
it is stressed by Turok (2011: 21) that decentralised 
institutions of the state ‘can play a positive role in 
fostering development because of their superior lo-
cal knowledge and their greater responsiveness on 
the ground compared with national bodies’. 

The National Planning Commission (2011) re-
port highlights the major recent trends in spatial 
development and existing patterns of spatial ine-
qualities in South Africa. It argues that since 1994 
the landscape of the space economy has changed. 
Key identified changes in the national space econo-
my are as follows. First, is the strengthening of the 
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existing dominance of the Gauteng city region and 
the weakened performance of the coastal city re-
gions in terms of job creation because of the stag-
nation or decline of manufacturing activity. Second, 
small town performance is uneven with many small 
towns and rural areas in stagnation or decline be-
cause of difficulties in agriculture and mining. Many 
of the most successful small towns and rural are-
as in South Africa have been driven by tourism led 
development (Nel, Rogerson, 2007). Three, several 
parts of the former Bantustans, the rural slums of 
the apartheid era, are shifting their economic struc-
ture and increasingly are driven by government so-
cial grants. 

Overall, the National Development Plan avoids 
the opposition between urban and rural areas which 
was evident in the NSDP and argues that whilst 
‘there are specific rural and urban challenges, the 
interdependencies are considerable, and South Af-
rica needs an integrated approach to these nation-
al territory issues’ (National Planning Commission, 
2011: 236). The report highlights the demise of the 
productive economy of South Africa’s rural areas 
as a matter of special concern given that they host  
40 percent of the national population. It is urged that 
potential opportunities for development exist in ru-
ral areas especially around transportation corridors 
and thus that ‘rural areas cannot be written off in-
discriminately as spaces of social reproduction and 
retirement with no economic prospects’ (National 
Planning Commission, 2011: 240). Accordingly, im-
plicit acknowledgement is again given to LED in the 
statement that the need exists for ‘a comprehensive 
programme to restore rural areas, clearly outlining 
the role of the state and local government’ (Nation-
al Planning Commission, 2011: 240).

The report is highly critical of South Africa’s ex-
isting inter-governmental structure of spatial plan-
ning and in particular of poor coordination between 
national, provincial and local governments. It ar-
gues the ‘current planning system has reified mu-
nicipal and provincial boundaries making it almost 
impossible to undertake cross-border planning, or 
to secure collaboration between one province and 
another, or between municipalities’ (National Plan-
ning Commission, 2011: 244). Instead, it proposes 
movement towards transforming spatial arrange-
ments and spatial governance and suggests the 
country urgently needs a spatial vision to inform 

appropriate development planning, to tackle inher-
ited spatial divides, to unlock development poten-
tial, to guide and inform infrastructure investment 
and prioritisation, and facilitate coordination be-
tween parts of government and other agents (Na-
tional Planning Commission, 2011: 247).

In the absence of a National Spatial Framework, 
in the National Development Plan a set of gener-
ic spatial categories or development regions is pro-
posed. At its apex is the ‘corridor of logistics hubs, 
road, rail, fuel and other infrastructure, including 
and connecting Gauteng and eThekwini’. This re-
gion, accounting for 46 percent of GDP, is deemed 
‘vitally important to the future of the national 
economy and should be designated as a national 
competitiveness corridor’ (National Planning Com-
mission, 2011: 249). Second, are nodes of competi-
tiveness which encompass clusters of localities that 
account for at least 5 percent of GDP or jobs, which 
have experienced higher than average growth since 
1994, or which have the potential for high growth 
in future. For these regions and localities the pri-
ority is to ensure their efficient development with 
special attention given to creating and sustaining 
economic value. Three, are so-termed rural restruc-
turing zones which are rural areas with large pop-
ulations that have agricultural, tourism or mining 
potential. Four, are resource-critical regions which 
encompass highly prized natural resource endow-
ments including high value mineral resources or 
areas of significant biodiversity. Five, are transna-
tional development corridors, which are viewed as 
critical for fostering an integrated economy across 
the region of Southern Africa and beyond, and re-
quiring specific forms of planning interventions 
around economic stimulus and trade and transport 
networks.

Finally, there are three categories of what are de-
scribed as special intervention areas which may de-
mand highly targeted forms of planning and state 
support for periods of time. Job intervention zones 
are areas/localities that have lost more than 20 per-
cent of their jobs in the past decade, representing 
significant losses to the national economy and could 
include declining agricultural districts, redundant 
industrial spaces or abandoned mining areas. By 
contrast are areas of anticipated growth or growth 
management zones which also require special plan-
ning. The last category are green economy zones, 
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those with proven potential to create green jobs. 
These generic categories offer a base for transcend-
ing municipal boundaries in development planning 
and instead for adopting an approach to develop-
ment planning that is anchored on a region’s poten-
tial for development or its specific circumstances.

LED policy and practice can be informed by and 
in turn inform the designation of these areas for 
spatial targeting. Moreover, LED can only benefit 
from an enhanced understanding of the functioning 
and dynamics of the national space economy. This is 
a challenge which has been taken up and led by the 
DED in partnership with CSIR and DRDLR which 
is seeking to map out more clearly the patterns of 
functional regions that both cross-cut and thread 
together the national spatial system. It is argued that 
this functional economic region development initia-
tive will essentially provide a platform that ‘will in-
form the development of a future National Spatial 
Framework’ (DED et al., 2012: 5). Its importance 
cannot be understated as potentially it can ‘create 
space for cross boundary planning, allowing mu-
nicipalities that configure into functional economic 
regions to collectively plan for catalytic interven-
tions’ (DED et al., 2012: 6). A critical challenge is, 
however, to clarify stakeholder roles concerning the 
operationalisation of LED across different local and 
regional boundaries.

A central role in spatial development is increas-
ingly assumed by the DED with its mission linked 
to implementation of the New Growth Path, one 
pillar of which is spatial development. Alongside its 
work to define functional regions for guidance of 
national spatial planning the DED is engaged also 
in evolving other initiatives for what it calls regional 
local economic development (RLED). It is stressed 
that the RLED approach ‘expands the spatial lens 
from a local to a regional level, raising debate as to 
the appropriate role of RLED and positioning with-
in broader functional economic regional approach 
that draws attention to the spatial layout of key val-
ue chains and the potential of corridor develop-
ment’ (DED, 2012b: 2). Indeed, the DED considers 
recent policy developments open up a strategic re-
positioning of RLED ‘within a broader spatial eco-
nomic development and transformation agenda’ 
and signals a shift away from ‘a single-dimension 
focus on LED towards a multi-lens RLED approach 
that targets systemic competitiveness and inclusive 

growth and development of regional or local econ-
omies’ (DED, 2012b: 2). 

Finally, in terms of spatial development policy 
and interventions, it is worth noting the recent ac-
tivity of the Technical Assistance Unit (TAU) of Na-
tional Treasury. The TAU is a support facility in the 
National Treasury which provides technical assist-
ance through a range of process management, advi-
sory support and knowledge management services 
to all national, provincial and local governments. By 
contrast to the ongoing work of EDD the LED ac-
tivity undertaken by the TAU is centred on build-
ing up the systemic competitiveness of the country’s 
leading urban centres. One current initiative is the 
establishment of a learning network which brings 
together economic role players from Gauteng, 
the Western Cape and KwaZulu-Natal to develop 
a shared understanding of city region economic de-
velopment systems as cornerstones of the nation-
al economy. The National Treasury stresses that the 
Economies of Regions Learning Network (ERLN) 
is a timely initiative that is about the importance 
of strengthening regional collaboration to achieve 
growth. Its aims are threefold: (a) that all regions 
achieve their full potential in contributing to nation-
al development, (b) the focus is on global compet-
itiveness as a means for growth, development and 
inclusion; and (c) to build on mutually beneficial 
values and reinforce linkages between these urban-
based regions (National Treasury et al., 2012:  2). 
Of note is the trend – in common with that being 
implemented by EDD – for a focus on higher scale 
forms of LED in the context of building regional 
competitiveness.

4. conclusion

Local economic development represents a place-
based approach to development planning and is 
an increasingly important in both the global North 
and the global South (Rodriguez-Pose, Tijmstra, 
2007; Tomaney et al., 2010). Arguably, the LED ap-
proach represents ‘a viable alternative to tradition-
al top-down development strategies, which have 
largely to promote meaningful economic develop-
ment at the local level’ (Akudugu, 2013: 3). With-
in the global South the LED policy experiments of 
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South Africa are the most mature and consequent-
ly are of considerable interest especially for other 
countries in sub-Saharan Africa (Rogerson, Roger-
son, 2010a). The record of LED planning in South 
Africa is generally evaluated as mixed or uneven in 
terms of performance indicators (Nel et al., 2009; 
Rogerson, 2010a). One critical issue that impacts 
upon the success of LED is that the environment 
for LED planning is highly fluid both at the inter-
national and national level of analysis. The dynam-
ic character of this framework environment requires 
a process of constant monitoring and adjustment 
by LED planners. This article underlines this par-
ticular challenge for LED planning using the case 
of South Africa which reveals a set of fundamental 
changes which have occurred since 2006 in the lo-
cal policy environment with impacts for LED activ-
ities in the country.
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