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Introduction

So much has been said and written about the Reconstruction and Development 
Programme by a bewildering array of development specialists, politicians, bu­
reaucrats and commentators that it seems inconceivable that anyone familiar 
with policy debates would still lack an understanding of it.

But amid the speeches, publications, policy documents and newspaper arti­
cles, the RDP has lost its meaning and coherence. It has come to mean anything 
anyone wants it to mean; with a little ingenuity, anything can be made to fit in 
with the goals of the RDP. It has thus become too broad and imprecise to refer 
only to what was originally intended.

This paper offers an analysis of the RDP’s approach at national and provincial 
levels, and provides a conceptual framework within which the RDP’s Basic 
Needs approach to development is assessed. It forms part of a continuing project 
which seeks to examine the RDP and its implementation by the provinces, and 
was based on interviews with provincial and national RDP officials, development 
planners in the provinces, and a thorough content analysis of official policy 
documents, memoranda and minutes.

The institutionalisation of the RDP will be examined by analysing problems 
faced in the course of implementing it in the provinces. Gauteng, Mpumalanga 
and North West were chosen as case studies; w'hile they were selected ran­
domly, the goal was to examine three provinces with different socio-economic 
profiles, allowing significant lessons to be extrapolated from their short experi­
ence of implementing the RDP. Their priorities and strategic approaches will be 
assessed, and problems examined, to suggest lessons for policy and planning 
that might throw light on similar issues in other provinces. Finally, the paper 
will analyse indications that the government is making subtle strategic changes 
towards rearticulating the RDP within a new time frame, and moving towards a 
tightly co-ordinated set of institutional structures and intergovernmental plan­
ning systems.1

‘Integrated approach’, incoherent priorities

The original RDP document2 was formulated not merely as a development 
framework but as a programme for the complete reordering of politics, the 
economy and society. To this end, five programmes where outlined:3 Meeting 
Basic Needs; Developing our Human Resources; Building the Economy; De­
mocratising the State; and Implementing the RDP.

This is too broad a set of goals to be achieved simultaneously within a short 
period. It therefore requires a rigorous process of priority setting to determine 
w'hat the government is able to tackle first in the context of resource constraints 
and its commitment to fiscal discipline on the one hand, and the election prom­
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ises the ANC alliance made to its largely impoverished supporters on the other. 
But the government is still to articulate a coherent meaning for the r d p , and to 
offer a clear list of priorities that clearly differentiates between short- and me­
dium-term goals.

Statements by government ministers have not done much to identify what the 
government wants to tackle first, and what it proposes to address in the long 
term. Alternating objectives and priorities have been juggled inconsistently, 
making the RDP’s set of priorities somewhat arbitrary and sometimes highly im­
precise.

The RDP is, admittedly, meant to be a set of ‘integrated’ programmes. But 
this does not remove the need to spell out what the government can do in the 
short to medium period within the context of limited resources (human re­
sources, institutional capacity, finances and the like). For instance, the RDP base 
document pointedly stated that Meeting Basic Needs would be achieved in five 
years,4 which theoretically makes it a top priority. But if this is indeed the pri­
ority, political decisions would be needed as to what constitutes a realistic set of 
Basic Needs goals that could be met within specified periods.

Basic Needs generally refers to goals that are immediately necessary for 
eliminating absolute rather than relative poverty: a strict definition is needed to 
avoid virtually anything passing for Basic Needs, as social groups compete for 
the legitimacy and resources which the RDP is seen to bestow. There is a strong 
tendency, within government as well as among various ‘components of civil so­
ciety’, to describe everything that is considered desirable as a Basic Need with­
out adequate regard for the serious constraints imposed by, among other factors, 
the government’s commitment to fiscal restraint and macro-economic discipline. 
Besides this, a lack of adequate policy and planning capacity at provincial level 
and in civil society has yet to be acknowledged as a constraint on progress to­
wards RDP targets.

A large number of items have therefore been listed as Basic Needs -  jobs, 
land, housing, water, electricity, telecommunications, transport, a healthy envi­
ronment, nutrition, health care and social welfare -  all of which are to be 
achieved in the five years’ duration of the current government.5 The RDP white 
paper has added security to this list.6 Various ministers and officials in RDP insti­
tutions continue to add more items to the list, making prioritisation unmanage­
able and often very personalised.7

This tends to blur the necessary' distinction between immediate Basic Needs 
goals and other RDP programmes. RDP projects are often defined as ‘special 
projects that meet Basic Needs ... while building the economy and fundamen­
tally transforming government and society’;8 the Department of Defence be­
lieves that ‘the most critical programmes are those aimed at meeting Basic 
Needs, namely human resources and urban development, building the economy 
and democratisation of society’9 -  and insists that its own restructuring process 
will contribute towards achieving these objectives. (Note that ‘Building the
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Economy' and ‘Democratisation of Society’ are RDP programmes in their own 
right, separate from ‘Meeting Basic Needs’.) Elize Kevter, editor of the official 
RDP News, has argued that the maintenance of roads is aimed at meeting Basic 
Needs10. Others seem to think that adult basic education ought to be added to the 
list of Basic Needs priorities". Jay Naidoo, minister without portfolio responsi­
ble for the RDP, also says that ‘the first goal is the meeting of Basic Needs of 
our people for electricity, water, proper education, health, roads and safe com­
munities’12, the significant point being the inclusion of roads and safe communi­
ties as Basic Needs.

There are countless occasions on which politicians and ministers have added 
to this confusing mixture of ‘Basic Needs’, making it less clear what exactly is 
meant by the term. If the country had endless resources, this extensive and in­
consistent way of defining Basic Needs could perhaps be accommodated, al­
though even then only in the long term. But it does not. Nor is it clear how ur­
gent Meeting Basic Needs is as an RDP priority in relation to other programmes 
to which the government has committed itself with equal vehemence.

In theory, the RDP base document and white paper do attempt to determine 
certain priorities by spelling out targets and time frames in which they are to be 
achieved. But even a cursory attempt to measure these against fiscal and capac­
ity constraints shows that the targets express an aspiration, not a plan. Some 
goals could conceivably be achieved in one to five years; others could take per­
haps five to seven years, and still others between 10 and 20. Any attempt to 
measure the targets against available resources and capacity would entail revis­
ing, at the very least, the time in which they are to be achieved. Until this is at­
tempted, it is difficult to regard the targets as a serious attempt to establish pri­
orities.

The following section will explore the concept of Basic Needs, to illustrate 
the lack of clarity in the way this notion has been used in relation to the RDP.

Basic needs: conceptual issues

Literature on Basic Needs13 as an approach to development seems to agree that 
it involves, at least, a political decision to focus on the fulfilment of certain 
‘minimum human needs’.14 In addition, Basic Needs tends to be seen as an ap­
proach, not a strategy. It is concerned with giving priority to particular types of 
development goals rather than dictating the means to achieve them. But there 
are different ways of defining Basic Needs, which invariably creates confusion 
and difficulties for the planning process. The literature notes that Basic Needs 
invariably includes meeting certain standards in food and water and the univer­
sal provision of services in health and education.15 Sometimes, material needs 
such as shelter and work and non-material ones such as popular participation in 
governance and political freedom are included, but this is rare.
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The Basic Needs approach emanated from new development thinking stem­
ming from the failure of the growth maximisation and industrialisation approach 
to development in the 1950s and 1960s, which led to modest rates of GDP 
growth in some developing countries but failed to address high levels of pov­
erty.16 The Basic Needs approach is therefore based on the idea that the goal of 
development should be the immediate elimination of absolute poverty,17 which 
in principle appears to be the underlying approach of the RDP base document.18

But conceptually Basic Needs can be viewed in a number of ways, two of 
which are examined here.19 Firstly, it is conceived of as comprising those ele­
ments that are essential for a decent human life. An approach based on this con­
ception is aimed at eliminating absolute poverty, not improving the circum­
stances of citizens in general. Once minimum Basic Needs goals are identified, 
strong political will is needed to commit resources to their achievement, since 
this requires that they be withheld from other, perhaps better organised, con­
stituencies. But the advantage of this approach is that there is a well-defined set 
of targets for planning purposes. Deficiencies can be measured, costs of meeting 
them estimated, and so on.20

Stewart argues that the problem with this view lies in justifying a particular 
selection of goals. What criteria should be used to select ‘access to clean water’ 
rather than just ‘access to water’ as a priority? In Sri Lanka, where the Basic 
Needs approach was adopted in the 1970s, resource constraints made it neces­
sary to select just 'access to water’, so that people had to boil water to clean it 
before consuming it.21 There is no ‘objective’ measure, and these criteria are 
therefore determined by the interplay between politicians and interest groups. 
But whatever goals are chosen, they must be clearly and publicly defined.

The second view can be called the ‘quality of life’ definition. Rather than fo­
cusing on the minimum required to address absolute poverty, the goal becomes 
the improvement of the conditions of life of the citizenry or a part of it," 
whether or not they are absolutely poor. Since the goal is to improve the condi­
tions of people not necessarily living in absolute poverty, aims become more 
ambitious and the pool of recipients grows. Even within this approach, it is 
possible to tailor programmes to available resources if a minimal definition of 
quality of life is used which restricts it only to items considered to be essential, 
such as primary' health care and primary educational services. But the quality of 
life approach is more likely to lend itself to an extensive definition which will 
tend to include an endless number of items -  sport and recreation, arts and cul­
ture, human rights, environmental protection, full participation in social and 
economic life, and safety and security. An extensive definition tends to present 
problems, since it generates a lengthy list that may not be affordable. In many 
instances, items tend to be included on the whims of individuals.

This has been the tendency of the RDP’s Basic Needs programme, and the 
consequences may have rebounded on those responsible for implementing it, 
since it has ensured that there are many fronts on which the government might
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be judged to have failed to deliver, even though some of them might not origi­
nally have been designated as urgent Basic Needs goals. For perfectly under­
standable reasons, politicians are endlessly tempted to add a large number of 
items to the list of Basic Needs programmes essential for improving the quality 
of life. An extensive definition could spiral out of hand, which makes it impera­
tive that the RDP ministry and political leadership in general tighten the defini­
tion of the Basic Needs approach.

A minimal definition of quality of life, particularly in the context of limited 
resources, has the advantage of focusing on a limited number of basic goods and 
services, whose provision can be matched to available resources and realistic 
time frames. As in the approach aimed at tackling absolute poverty, selecting 
priorities is a political rather than a technical process, and political decisions are 
necessary in the face of attempts by pressure groups to claim a share of limited 
resources.

The RDP base document seems to adopt both views of Basic Needs. On the 
one hand, it lists goods and services essential for decent human life, to be 
achieved within one to five years. But it also states that ‘the central objective of 
the RDP is to improve the quality of life of all South Africans, and in particular 
the most poor and marginalised sections of our communities’23 without indicat­
ing whether a minimal or extensive definition is being used. In the absence of a 
definition, the normal tendency among politicians is to use the extensive one, as 
it tends to be politically popular even though it fails to generate a manageable 
list of affordable priorities that can be achieved within realistic time frames. 
While the RDP white paper has toned down some aspects of the original RDP 
document, this does not resolve the apparent contradiction between the two 
views of Basic Needs, nor does it resolve the common tendency among politi­
cians to use an extensive, instead of a minimal, definition of quality of life as an 
objective of the Basic Needs component of the RDP.

Stewart argues that there need be no conflict between spending on non-Basic 
Needs and urgent Basic Needs,24 since non-Basic Needs items could play an im­
portant role in making life tolerable for the poor.25 But she adds that planning 
for non-Basic Needs should not be part of Basic Needs planning.26 In the RDP 
system, however, planning for Basic Needs does seem indistinguishable from 
planning for other priorities.

The framework offered by this brief discussion suggests that the Basic Needs 
concept has a very specific meaning as a policy tool -  one which is ‘fudged’ or 
ignored by politicians and government officials, posing severe problems for 
planning and implementation.

Questions on the r d p  as an ‘integrated approach’

The introductory paragraph of the ANC’s original RDP document -  commonly 
known as the base document -  states that it ‘is an integrated, coherent, socio­

9



Centre fo r  Policy Studies

economic policy framework’.:7 The white paper maintains the same approach.28 
This simply means that the RDP is a framework for social, economic and politi­
cal transformation. It is integrated in the sense that it attempts to subsume all 
goals into the broad sweep of transforming the entire apartheid legacy. This 
implies that no single aspect of this legacy can be tackled unless all others are as 
well. In practice, however, it is not possible to devote the same degree of atten­
tion and resources to all of them at the same time. Therefore, the ‘integrated’ 
approach masks the reality that hard political choices must be made about what 
comes first in the face of practical constraints on delivery.

The seeming coherence of labelling the RDP as an integrated political and so­
cio-economic programme also ensures a serious lack of clarity about broad 
strategy. The central question is whether addressing inequality or economic 
growth should be the priority. This is a key issue: business tends to stress 
growth,29 while an important section of the ANC alliance’s leadership emphasises 
inequality. Reported splits between ‘populists and pragmatists’ in the ANC are 
prompted precisely by the tension between increased spending on Basic Needs 
and the government’s commitment to macro-economic discipline and fiscal 
moderation.30 We may see more tensions not only within the ANC alliance, but 
also between social movements and other elements of civil society over this 
fundamental policy choice.31

The broad orientation of the RDP seems to be that these approaches can be 
integrated, without the need to prioritise one over the other. The white paper 
states, on the one hand, that development is expected to stimulate the economy 
through the increased demand for goods and services.32 This seems to say that 
growth will be stimulated through social development. But it goes on to say that 
addressing poverty and inequality is only possible if the economy can be placed 
on the path of high and sustainable growth/3 One approach is occasionally em­
phasised over the other in sections of the white paper, while in others both are 
equally stressed.

Ministers and officials have tended to emphasise these two strategies inter­
changeably on different occasions. In a report to parliament in June last year, 
Naidoo stated that the Macro Economic Working Group still had to determine 
whether South Africa needed to focus more on growth before consumption or on 
expenditure on Basic Needs priorities, which would create employment and 
stimulate sustainable growth.34 He w'ent on to endorse both approaches. On the 
one hand, he stated emphatically that a growth strategy was needed to achieve 
the RDP targets of redistribution and equity.35 On the other, he said manufactur­
ing had enjoyed increasing growth since the election, prompted by signals to the 
construction industry as a result of government spending on housing, bulk in­
frastructure and services. While the accuracy of this claim can be questioned on 
the grounds that spending has been very modest, and that there have therefore 
been few signals to the building industry, this implies that private investment 
comes in the wake of government spending on goods and services.

10
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Like the white paper, much of the report is shot through with a mixture of 
emphases on these two strategies: spending on Basic Needs, which would pre­
sumably stimulate sustainable growth, as well as achieving higher growth before 
attempting RDP goals such as meeting Basic Needs. Similarly, in the r d p ’s first 
annual report released in April last year, Naidoo stated that the challenge was to 
‘meet the Basic Needs of our people’ and at the same time stimulate growth.36 
These statements sound coherent, but play down the conflict between growth 
maximisation and broader social development. A constant insistence that the 
RDP is an integrated programme does not resolve the crucial question of which 
strategy is to be followed as an immediate priority.

It has been argued that it is possible to see the RDP as a strategy that priori­
tises growth, but leaves room for social spending. In this view the immediate 
priority is growth, accompanied by a recognition that, in South African condi­
tions, macro-economic moderation can only be sustainable if it is perceived to 
benefit the poor through social spending on urgent Basic Needs. For many 
years, growth could be too slow to finance significant spending on Basic Needs, 
prompting severe political pressure on the government and demands that it in­
tervene in the economy. Economic growth and social development should there­
fore be mutually reinforcing: investment directed towards growth should include 
programmes such as education and training, since they contribute to the type of 
sustainable growth that creates a surplus to be invested in social programmes 
identified in the RDP’s Basic Needs component37 -  but spending on absolute 
poverty reduction is also needed to defuse political pressure on the ‘growth first’ 
strategy.38

This neat view of a mutually reinforcing mix of social spending and growth 
maximisation begs crucial questions. What priority is to be given within the mix 
to growth strategies and poverty reduction, since, in some cases, the two will be 
contradictory? As an example, Gauteng is devoting resources to combating 
crime and violence, as this is seen to threaten economic activity and invest­
ment.39 This clearly entails diverting resources away from anti-poverty pro­
grammes -  whatever the merits of the decision, it does show that some clear 
choices must be made even within a strategy that assumes a ‘virtuous cycle’ 
between growth and development. In any event, a strategy of this sort is itself a 
clear policy choice, since it implies that the reduction of inequality should be 
pursued within a strategy whose primary goal is growth; social spending would 
thus have to be limited to ensure that growth is not curtailed.

And, even if the ‘virtuous cycle’ view of the RDP is accepted, the government 
would still be required to set priorities. What growth target must be achieved or 
what Basic Needs goals reached before attention shifts to more ambitious RDP 
goals? If these are not defined, objectives will remain hazy and decisions will be 
seen to be arbitrary.

These issues will increasingly come into focus given recent reports of the 
government’s claimed decision to prioritise growth.40 It w'as widely reported
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that, as the government faced the prospect of constrained growth and an RDP 
which was failing to meet urgent Basic Needs, a cabinet committee had been 
appointed to focus entirely on stimulating growth. If this is indeed the govern­
ment’s planned direction, it would presumably have to define what role, if any, 
broader social goals are to play in this strategy.

The provinces: institutional issues and processes

RDP im plem entation must be exam ined not just at the national level but also that 
o f  the provinces, since they have apparently been assigned a key role in this -  
although there is once again a lack o f  clarity on their role.

The RDP base document and white paper are vague on provincial responsibil­
ity for the programme. The base document is more so, mostly confining itself to 
assigning RDP responsibilities and functions to ‘the democratic government’ in 
conjunction with ‘organisations of civil society’.41 The white paper goes some 
way towards correcting this by acknowledging the need to establish provincial 
RDP structures within the national policy and implementation framework. This 
seems to provide national government, through the RDP office and line function 
ministries, with the prerogative to set priorities. Provinces would then be re­
sponsible for implementation within nationally determined policy. But in some 
provinces, national ministries are also responsible for implementing projects, 
particularly Presidential Lead Projects (PLPs), at times despite the presence of 
provincial departments42 with similar responsibilities. Sometimes this situation 
arises because provincial departments lack plans to implement projects that have 
been determined nationally.

Since provinces have been assigned a key role in implementing the RDP, they 
have all established structures to address this task. But nothing could have pre­
pared some provinces for the obstacles they have faced. Given that the r d p ’s 
fate will depend to some degree on the way in which the provinces tackle their 
task -  and that the way in which they do so could have an important bearing on 
provincial governments’ future, since it will influence their relationship with 
national government and their electorates -  examining the provincial role is im­
portant both for an analysis of the RDP and of provincial government. This sec­
tion will therefore examine the selected provinces’ experiences in implementing 
the RDP.

Gauteng: from populism to prudence?

This province is most richly endowed with financial resources. This should help 
cushion the harsh aspects of prioritisation, since it should, in theory, be possible 
to devote significant resources to social development without overtaxing the 
provincial economy.

12
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But at present this point is hypothetical: the provinces have no revenue­
raising powers, and their budgets are determined by national government. 
Richer provinces such as Gauteng have, much to their chagrin, been forced to 
accept budget cuts in key areas as resources are deployed in poorer provinces. 
The same choices that affect the RDP nationally therefore face this province.

A few months after this provincial government was established, an enthusias­
tic process of institutionalising the RDP began with the drafting of a discussion 
document and the establishment of an Economic Development Forum, in which 
elements of civil society were to take part in formulating RDP policies and 
planning for projects.43 The provincial authorities stressed that the second tier of 
government was the ideal site for implementing the RDP, and that Gauteng pos­
sessed the economic resources to deal with apartheid inequalities in access to 
Basic Needs goods and services. A commitment was made immediately to re­
deploy resources, 'with a special bias towards meeting Basic Needs as well as 
ensuring sustainable development’.44 The goals stressed by the premier was a 
better life for all.4' and a commitment to spending R90 billion on building 
150 000 houses a year.46

In general, Gauteng’s strategic RDP objectives during the first few months 
tended to emphasise spending on social development, particularly housing and 
community development, to kick-start the economy. The provincial authorities 
have constantly emphasised the importance of increased investment, and a 
growth strategy for the provincial economy.47 But a broader development path 
rather than growth maximisation was seen as more urgent, although on some 
occasions the two were stressed equally.

The problem created by trying to focus simultaneously on two strategies for 
driving the RDP, without making clear choices between priorities, has been dis­
cussed above. How successful has Gauteng been in juggling the two? To some 
extent the question is hypothetical, since the province has experienced problems 
unrelated to priority setting that may have debilitated prospects for delivery on 
urgent Basic Needs.

Firstly, there were problems related to institutional and structural arrange­
ments. These ranged from institutionalisation problems within the formal struc­
tures of government to logistical problems related to co-ordination, policy­
making and planning at departmental level.48

To formally institutionalise the RDP in government, Gauteng initially estab­
lished an RDP Commission in the premier’s office, a step designed to show that 
RDP implementation was the government’s core function. Initially, the commis­
sion was responsible for determining the vision and policies for RDP-related ac­
tivities; the RDP commissioner, its political head, was an ex officio provincial 
executive council member. But serious problems led to the commission being 
restructured early last year.

In the first instance the constitution provides for 10 MECs only, which meant 
that the RDP commissioner was an additional MEC. Many argue that this was not
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only unconstitutional,49 but also placed the commissioner in a less influential 
position in executive meetings, as he did not enjoy the same political status as 
the 10 MECs. He also did not have a budgetary allocation for his support staff,50 
since Chapter J of the Public Service Act, which governs appointments, did not 
provide for staff to be appointed by an extra MEC.

This situation was later resolved by abolishing the post and assigning political 
responsibility for the r d p  to the MEC for Economic Affairs. The RDP Commis­
sion became one of five provincial executive subcommittees, responsible for 
overall vision, co-ordination, monitoring, and ‘evaluating development policy 
formulation and implementation’.51 All the MECs take part in the work of the 
r d p  Commission. Under the new arrangement, the commission works in tan­
dem with the interdepartmental committee in which the director-general, heads 
of departments and managers of units such as the chief directorate for corporate 
strategy participate.

One apparent goal of this change was to address the lack of a co-ordinated 
approach to development prompted by the appointment of an RDP Commission 
as a distinct entity within the provincial government.-2 The former r d p  Com­
mission, not unlike those in other provinces, had apparently tried to take over 
responsibilities designated to specific departments. This created the danger that 
of parallel RDP structures developing alongside line departments, leading to 
fragmentation and incoherence.53 This had tended to be the case with PLPs. It 
appears that the exact roles of the RDP Commission and the division of respon­
sibilities between it and provincial departments in implementing PLPs had not 
been properly resolved in advance: as a result, the commission became involved 
in implementing projects, prompting time-consuming intra-government tension 
that obstructed delivery. This has, it appears, been avoided by ensuring that all 
MECs have a role in RDP decisions.

Secondly, the many problems experienced in implementing PLPs in Gauteng 
are often explained as short-term logistical difficulties. Restructuring the ad­
ministration has, for example, apparently taken longer than anticipated. And the 
school nutrition scheme experienced problems in finding capable distributors 
from local small businesses, and so large companies were contracted.54 Not 
much information is available to assess prospects in other sectors such as hous­
ing, public transport, social welfare, and human resource development. Gauteng 
is due to undertake an audit of the projects currently being implemented, which 
will provide vital information on the prospects for successfully implementing 
the RDP in different sectors.

But some problems may be more political than logistical, more permanent 
than temporary. Thus it seems that the involvement of local ‘communities’ in 
the nutrition scheme has become more complex than anticipated. The province 
has made a huge effort to set up a vast array of Community and Local Devel­
opment Forums,55 but some seem to be bogged down by political wrangles over 
issues such as the exclusion and inclusion of some groups,56 as well as lack of
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resources and infrastructure.57 This may illustrate a more enduring capacity 
constraint: implementing development policy is a political as well as a technical 
exercise, since it affects the interests of social groups; this poses a constraint on 
delivery that is rarely if ever mentioned in government planning.

Despite these obstacles, Gauteng’s MEC for Finance, Jabu Moleketi, em­
phatically pronounced the first year of the RDP in the province a success, in his 
budget speech to the legislature in June 1995.58 The speech was up-beat, em­
phasising current projects and announcing proposed new ones:59 a mental health 
care centre would be built on the East Rand, wheelchairs and hearing aids pro­
vided to those who needed them, rehabilitation sendees provided to people with 
mental and physical disabilities, and further nutrition projects begun for mothers 
and children.

Nevertheless, Moleketi strongly emphasised an overall vision and long-term 
strategic objectives, adding that the first year had inevitably been spent in es­
tablishing the framework, institutional arrangements and procedures for sustain­
able delivery.60 This goes some way to corroborating what some officials in the 
provincial government have hinted at, namely that much energy went into deal­
ing with the problem of capacity and institution-building at the expense of deliv­
ery.51

The restructuring of RDP structures earlier last year, and the placing of re­
sponsibility for setting priorities and determining a political vision at a very high 
political level in the provincial executive, could point to internal government 
dynamics that result from implementation difficulties. Issues that still need to be 
dealt with relate to, among others, the problems encountered in carrying out 
business planning as a component of programmes. There is evidence in other 
provinces that enormous logistical and bureaucratic difficulties, including a 
widespread lack of skills and capacity in drafting business plans, have seriously 
delayed delivery62 -  and Gauteng is no exception.

Gauteng’s experience -  and, as we shall see, that of other provinces -  illus­
trates some of the constraints on delivery that are unrelated to the availability of 
funds. In the first year, at least, energy was devoted largely to institutional is­
sues. This may well have been inevitable, but it underlines the point made ear­
lier about the need to match RDP goals not only to available financial resources 
but also to capacity -  whose limits must clearly force a revision of targets. This 
may explain why the MEC, despite his optimism, emphasised longer-term vision 
rather than progress made in meeting targets.

The most important current developments, however, are signs that the Gau­
teng government is shifting away from the earlier strategy of development 
through increased expenditure on social development as a way of stimulating the 
economy, towards an increased focus on growth maximisation as an urgent 
strategic objective. In a discussion document on economic policy, released in 
May last year, the Department of Finance & Economic Affairs states that ‘the 
role of the Gauteng government in the economy is to facilitate the creation of an
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enabling socio-economic environment in which the economy grows signifi­
cantly, in a manner which creates sustainable employment opportunities, meets 
the basic needs of all in the province, and empowers those who have been his­
torically excluded from economic opportunities’. ’63 The document seems to 
identify a new set of priorities aimed at boosting prospects for growth: among 
others, the spatial distribution of economic activity, the promotion of small and 
medium enterprises, an internationally competitive economy, and trade and in­
vestment, particularly in economic infrastructure.64

The fact that the provincial government has committed itself to stimulating 
growth, and that a particular document mentions this goal as an apparently 
greater priority than meeting Basic Needs, does not necessarily show that pri­
orities have shifted -  indeed, the portion of the document quoted above could 
show that, as at the national level, no choice has been made between priorities, 
since both growth and social development are mentioned.

It could also show that the government, having committed itself to both 
growth and development, has found that the former is occurring and the latter is 
not. Therefore, it may find it more politic to emphasise the success rather than 
the failure, and thus stress economic growth. A similar dynamic may be at work 
nationally, although it is too early to discern whether this entails a change in 
strategy as well as rhetoric.

But switching from an emphasis on Basic Needs to one on economic growth 
could be a response to other, more substantive, difficulties related to implemen­
tation. Having confronted the constraints to delivering social goods and serv­
ices, the national and provincial governments could have concluded that their 
ability to address poverty is limited and that the task ought to be left to the mar­
ket economy -  the government’s role would then focus primarily on strengthen­
ing the latter. This explanation would imply that a substantial change in strategy 
has indeed occurred.

Mpumalanga: institutions above all?

Mpumalanga, too, was quick to establish provincial r d p  structures. The prov­
ince was divided into three regions, seven subregions and a large number of 
districts. Reconstruction and Development Committees (RDCs) were established 
at each level, with the RDP Planning Forum as the overall non-statutory policy 
structure, bringing together actors involved in RDP policy-making. The provin­
cial RDP discussion document was released as early as two months after the 
1994 election.65 One unusual aspect of the province’s process of institutionalis­
ing the RDP is that it released its document before creating the provincial rdp  
Commission. It had an advantage, though, in that it possessed important and 
relatively active policy-making institutions in the Eastern Transvaal Economic 
and Development Forum, former homeland development corporations, and
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structures that had served the former Region F Regional Development Advisory 
Committee.66

The underlying approach of the Mpumalanga document was informed by the 
priorities and framework of the RDP base document, but the province went fur­
ther in establishing a unique planning process. It outlined a four-stage process of 
implementation: Phase 1 referred to the preliminary stage of engaging political 
parties, interest groups and social movements in establishing relations of re­
sponsibilities in terms of which the RDP would be driven. This phase also dealt 
with identifying structures that would be crucial in implementation, such as the 
regional Economic Development Forum.67 Phase 2 dealt with policy and plan­
ning for the short-term priority programmes (PLPs). Phase 3 was seen as the of­
ficial establishment of the provincial RDP process, with its own priorities, 
structures and functions. Phase 4 was to be ‘the first cycle of planning, pro­
gramming and budgeting’.

The strategy therefore stressed a highly rationalised and sequential approach 
to RDP implementation, which indicates the extent to which the province had a 
relatively advanced development policy-making framework and appropriate 
structures during the early months of the new government. Like Gauteng’s, 
however, the Mpumalanga RDP document concentrated more on structural proc­
esses, frameworks and institutions to be established than on setting out specific 
priorities and targets for delivery. It therefore seemed to gloss over the substan­
tive issues of identifying the most important priority areas in the short, medium 
and long term. This is consistent with the situation in North West and Gauteng, 
where much time and effort were spent on institution-building, leaving too little 
time for planning substantive implementation and delivery.

Only late in 1994 did the most important issues of identifying needs, setting 
priorities and engaging in proper planning enter public debate in the province in 
earnest: in December, a report was released on RDP civil society structures in 
the province in which the discrepancy between goals and constraints was dis­
cussed.68 It revealed that clarity was still being sought on a wide range of issues, 
such as the role of the provinces and civil society organisations in implementing 
the RDP. Duplication, the debilitation caused by the lack of functioning local 
government, and the problems encountered in implementing the ‘business plan­
ning’ component of the Project Preparation Facilities69 programme were also 
identified as pressing concerns.

As in Gauteng, institutional arrangements have created problems for delivery, 
but less progress seems to have been made in resolving these. There is an RDP 
cabinet committee, with an RDP MEC as political head, an RDP unit, and other 
task teams. Beside this, Mpumalanga’s RDP Commission is placed in the pre­
mier’s office. But several institutional weaknesses are seen to hamper the RDP 
unit’s ability to perform its allocated tasks. As in Gauteng, the position of RDP 
commissioner is considered to be technically unconstitutional70 -  which places 
the legal status o f  appointments by the MEC for the RDP into question, since
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these are said to run foul of Chapter J. Consequently, the MEC is said to have 
less political control than other MECs. He also does not have the requisite formal 
contact with the strategic planning process, leading to fragmentation and a lack 
of co-ordination. Therefore, the structural relationship between development 
and strategic planning on the one hand and the co-ordinating role of the RDP of­
fice on the other is seen as problematic and ‘disruptive’.

Some officials in the provincial RDP office recommend that these problems be 
resolved by appointing a political head (RDP commissioner) inside the premier’s 
office, with a chief director for development working directly under him or her, 
to direct the work of RDP units and strategic planning.71 The faults in the rela­
tionship between the work of RDP units and strategic planning will, it is implied, 
be resolved by linking these two functions in one office. Accordingly, the con­
stitution would have to be amended to provide for RDP commissioners and their 
staff.

Another area of concern is tfiat many other government officials regard ap­
pointments to the RDP units as political ones, made outside normal public serv­
ice procedures; this has created tension within government. As a result, the 
Mpumalanga RDP office has apparently asked the national RDP office to step in 
and resolve the issue by indicating whether or not these appointments are politi­
cal.

It also seems that problems related to a lack of clarity on the division of re­
sponsibilities between various departments on the one hand, and the provincial 
RDP office and its units on the other, have frequently prompted turf battles.72 In 
particular, the introduction of PLPs seems to have created problems similar to 
those in Gauteng: that of line departments feeling threatened by the RDP com­
mission’s initial tendency to dominate implementation. Apparently, there has 
been a lack of clarity on the division of responsibilities between line depart­
ments responsible for implementing particular PLPs and the RDP commission, 
creating fragmentation in development planning and therefore incoherent ap­
proaches -  this, it is said, has been common.73

Officials also acknowledge that problems have been experienced in integrat­
ing existing and planned projects.74 Provincial budgetary priorities are still 
dominated by the expenditure commitments of the previous administrations of 
KaNgwane, KwaNdebele and the Transvaal Provincial Administration, which 
means that very little restructuring in favour of RDP commitments has been 
possible. But there are indications that the province is set to commit itself, in 
the next budget, to a variety of RDP projects, including the supply of potable 
water to all communities, clinics and hospitals, and the provision of more 
school facilities.75

A unique element in the province is the personality of the premier, Matthews 
Phosa; officials say his he has played a crucial role in institutionalising the RDP. 
Development planners say Phosa has been able to push the process forward de­
spite the widespread difficulties encountered. For instance, besides campaigning
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for powers and responsibilities for the provinces, he has also pressed for Mpu­
malanga to be allowed to form relationships with international development 
agencies and foreign governments, such as those of Germany and Taiwan.76 
This is seen as indicative that development in general and the implementation of 
the RDP in particular could be enhanced by the premier’s political persona.

But the character of politicians does not necessarily resolve some of the most 
complex questions faced by provinces. Mpumalanga, like Gauteng, seems to 
have spent much energy on trying to design appropriate institutions and proc­
esses, including those for involving civil society in development policy­
making.77 It is not clear how the integration of bureaucratic structures from 
former administrative entities has been handled. And the premier’s intervention 
has not eliminated problems experienced in other provinces too: for example, 
the provincial line departments apparently lack leaders with adequate skills in 
policy and planning. There is also a perceived lack of capacity in departments to 
develop coherent visions, policies and proper plans for implementing the RDP.78

Besides these, other issues on which not much information is available are the 
logistical problems that always arise because of the complexity of the RDP 
Commission and its units on the one hand, and institutions such as provincial, 
regional, subregional and local RDCs and elements of civil society such as civ­
ics, community-based organisations and trade unions on the other. The relation­
ships among these organisations as well as between them and the formal struc­
tures of government, such as line departments, are complex and unpredictable, 
making co-ordination difficult for provincial RDP Commissions.

There is great potential for conflict over responsibilities, duplication of 
structures and functions as well as lack of proper co-ordination of RDP imple­
mentation policy. Officials in the Mpumalanga RDP office have pointed out that 
‘institutionally, the RDP structures are completely new and thus do not automati­
cally slot into existing public service arrangements’.79 Importantly, the com­
plexity of structures, overlapping responsibilities and duplication could create 
conflicting priorities, making RDP prioritisation almost impossible and planning 
very cumbersome.80

It seems that a tendency to over-institutionalise has become a common charac­
teristic of RDP implementation in many provinces, and Mpumalanga illustrates 
this.

Another factor on which information has not been readily available is 
‘business planning’ and the logistical problems related to it -  particularly the 
processes and institutions through which funds can be accessed, as well as pro­
cedures for doing so. The introduction of business planning as a component of 
RDP implementation imposes disciplines and accountability that are unfamiliar to 
civil service managers, and thus unwelcome; obviously this applies to all the 
provinces, not Mpumalanga alone.81 The national RDP office has indicated that 
this resistance has been overcome by providing training for project managers in
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national ministries, but the situation in provincial departments probably remains 
unchanged.

Another crucial issue is that the important role civil society could play in de­
velopment planning and policy-making is hampered by the fact that citizens lack 
the resources to engage fully in RDP policy structures.82 This lack of resources, 
particularly among many rural communities with the greatest Basic Needs, is 
widespread in other provinces too and could undermine planning and imple­
menting of the RDP at provincial level. It has also been pointed out that the lack 
of skills and resources, particularly among the poor, in designing and preparing 
projects has led to projects being imposed by ‘experts’, while the funding is of­
ten not transparent and accountability criteria are often missing.Sj

Finally, as regards strategic prioritisation, Mpumalanga has not done any 
better than Gauteng in resolving conflicting strategies. It appears that national 
RDP priorities, inconsistent and conflicting as they are, were adopted unmodi­
fied. Therefore, on the one hand, a higher priority tends to be placed on provid­
ing social welfare goods and services in the form of the primary school nutrition 
scheme, health care and water provision, all of which are current nationally de­
termined priorities.84 On the other, the premier constantly stresses £ast growth in 
the economy as a priority.

Many provinces, including Mpumalanga, have used the ‘integrated approach’ 
argument of the national RDP office to deal with the potential conflict of strate­
gic priorities. But the latest policy statements out of Mpumalanga seem to indi­
cate that growth through the promotion of industry, trade and investment would 
be emphasised a little more than greater spending on social welfare. The MEC 
for Economic Affairs has indicated in a budget speech that control over spend­
ing and growth will be prerequisites for an attempt to address the needs of the 
poor.85 It could be that a strategic choice is being made in favour of growth, 
given the inability to achieve adequate deliver}' targets on a wide range of RDP 
programmes.

Mpumalanga does not seem to have spelled out clearly what it regards as 
minimum urgent Basic Needs items, besides the School Feeding Scheme, Health 
Care and the provision of water, all of which are nationally determined priori­
ties and funded by the national RDP office. Sooner or later, a commitment will 
have to be made as to whether or not the province focuses entirely on growth, 
hoping to distribute its benefits later for social welfare spending to relieve pov­
erty.

North West: no plan, no priorities

North West is considered to have inherited a functioning infrastructure and a 
relatively strong economy compared to other provinces which house former 
‘homelands’: the core of its administration is the former Bophuthatswana’s civil 
service. This would suggest that RDP implementation here would be easier here
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than in some other provinces. Again, however, enquiries reveal significant ob­
stacles.

The earliest RDP structure was a directorate in the premier’s office; the RDP 

Commission was established later. Like the other two provinces, North West 
also had to go through an initial process of establishing RDP structures and proc­
esses through which development planning and consultation with organisations 
of civil society could occur.86 A publication setting out guidelines on the forma­
tion of RDP forums throughout the province was published late in 1994,87 but it 
appears that this process w'as not as thorough or extensive as in Gauteng or 
Mpumalanga.

Although North West did indicate on many occasions that it was consulting 
widely with community organisations88 to institutionalise RDP implementation, 
there is no adequate information on the actual role that groups outside govern­
ment have played in policy-making. It is not yet clear what framework or strat­
egy for implementing the RDP is being followed, and how priorities, if any, 
were determined. An RDP progress report released in February last year indi­
cated that, besides PLPs, not much had been accomplished in the province. It 
indicated that there w'ere RDP projects in the province based on ‘community- 
determined’ priorities but these were few, apparently confined to farming and 
classroom building projects.89

Despite occasional statements by the provincial premier to the contrary,90 
North West does not have a clear overall plan and strategy for implementing the 
RDP.91 The February report indicated that the formation of district forums had 
still not been completed, and that one-year and three-year development plans 
would be produced by March and September respectively. But recent evidence 
suggests that the province does not have any kind of strategic approach, overall 
plan or even an approach to dealing with implementation in a coherent way.92 
The plans proved to be nothing more than budgetary processes for the projects 
currently under way, some of them inherited from Bophuthatswana and others 
begun under the present government. The February report identified some 
plans, including the introduction of a rural wrater project, the extension of mu­
nicipal services, and a human resource development plan. But it listed the pro­
vision of w'ater even though water is a national competence and all the water 
projects in the province are being implemented and funded by the national Wa­
ter Affairs ministry.93

There is no evidence of coherent priority-setting: it is not obvious what North 
West’s policy is towards meeting Basic Needs, since there is no sign of a clear 
set of Basic Needs goals that are considered to be urgent. Indeed, it is not even 
clear whether Meeting Basic Needs is still a primary focus outside the national 
government’s PLP.

It could be that the province has adopted national priorities for meeting urgent 
Basic Needs instead of determining its own, thus duplicating the difficulties 
posed by the national list of Basic Needs goals. In addition, central government,
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through national ministries, has been able to determine Basic Needs priorities 
through the implementation of PLPs.94 The potential problem here is that if the 
province does produce a clear plan with its own set of RDP priorities, it would 
have to take into account those already set by national ministries. A difficulty 
would arise if current implementation priorities set by national ministries do not 
fit in with those the province might set for itself.

At the level of formal governmental institutions for the RDP, problems of co­
ordination, fragmentation and lack of policy and planning capacity in line de­
partments have been cited.95 The formal RDP institutions consist of the provin­
cial executive’s RDP standing committee as well as the RDP Commission, headed 
by a commissioner who is a political figure. Under the RDP Commission are 
several structures, the most important of which is the RDP unit, which manages 
implementation, is responsible for policy and planning, and is in charge of PLPs. 
RDP structures exist outside the formal structures of government, creating the 
problem of parallel structures of policy-making alongside the line departments, 
which Gauteng dealt with immediately by restructuring its original RDP Com­
mission.

Development planners argue that the existence of parallel RDP structures cre­
ates similar problems to those noted in Mpumalanga: separate RDP structures 
with a strong vertical line of reporting and accountability up to the executive’s 
RDP standing committee have ensured a lack of horizontal linkages to other de­
partments. The office of the director-general is seen as very strong in policy ca­
pacity, and the director-general and chief director of the RDP unit, also consid­
ered politically powerful and predominant in managing RDP related projects, co­
chair the Interdepartmental Committee (IDC). RDP policy and planning priorities 
are determined in the IDC. and some in the province argue that this allows RDP 
structures to exercise dominance over the departments while the vital horizontal 
linkages between departments and the RDP structures are missing.

In sum, RDP structures in North West are very influential in policy and plan­
ning. But they form parallel policy and planning institutions outside the line de­
partments, leading to a lack of horizontal co-ordination, fragmentation, and se­
rious turf battles. There is a perception in the province that the RDP structures 
have on occasions attempted to ‘build an empire’ by attempting to take control 
over the work of departments. It is also argued that the current RDP unit is not 
new -  it is, in effect, the old Bophuthatswana Department of Development 
Planning, which was a centralised structure with total responsibility for devel­
opment policy and planning.96 It therefore remains centralised, taking on all 
matters related to RDP policy and planning, leaving the line departments without 
policy and planning responsibilities and therefore dependent on the RDP unit in 
those areas.

The upshot is that the RDP unit is, by default, able to control departmental ac­
cess to funds from the national RDP office. The absence of policy and planning 
competencies has apparently placed even business planning inside the RDP unit.

22



Means and ends: the theory• and practice o f  the RDP

When departments identify their projects and motivate for funds from central 
government, they have to submit proposals to the RDP unit which then, if it ap­
proves, draws up the business plans and submits them to the national office for 
funding. The departments therefore do not possess the power to draw up busi­
ness plans, despite the fact that they possess the capacity to do so.97 A develop­
ment specialist in the province has recommended that the only remedy is to 
spread RDP responsibilities and make implementation the general basis for the 
work of all departments. In this way, RDP structures could be abolished or made 
an integral part of the structures of provincial government.98 It is also argued 
that the director-general’s office should have policy and planning capacity to ef­
fectively monitor as well as horizontally and vertically co-ordinate the work of 
departments as they carry out RDP functions.

On the surface, it appears that the province has fared well in matters such as 
restructuring and reintegrating the formerly fragmented civil services of Bo- 
phuthatswana, the Cape Provincial Administration and the TPA, as well as inte­
grating new RDP projects into those inherited from Bophuthatswana." But in a 
budget speech to the legislature earlier last year, the MEC for Economic Affairs 
pointed out that the reintegration of bureaucracies had been cosmetic and that 
the former Bophuthatswana structures were still predominant and resistant to 
change.100 He also charged that the 1995/96 budgetary inputs were dominated 
and ‘influenced by the programmes of the past Bophuthatswana regime’. This 
has serious implications for reprioritising RDP projects. It does seem, however, 
that the major problems in implementing the RDP in North West are structural as 
well as institutional, and apparently not much has been done to deal with them.

As in other provinces, such as Gauteng, there is a discernible shift in North 
West towards emphasising growth maximisation and private sector investment 
as priorities. As suggested above, that this apparent shift could be explained by 
the slow progress in delivering on expected RDP targets, and the fact that modest 
progress in economic growth has been achieved. Politicians may therefore be 
hoping that growth will achieve the improvements in living standards which so­
cial development plans have thus far failed to secure. It is also worth noting that 
limited economic growth, unlike failure to achieve promised RDP targets, can be 
blamed on factors other than government performance -  the shift could there­
fore enable politicians to spread responsibility for failure to deliver on RDP 
promises of improvements in the circumstances of the poor.

Clear and unambiguous statements on a strategic approach to realising the 
objectives of the RDP have emanated from North West’s premier, Popo Molefe, 
over the past 18 months. This has occurred within a context in which foreign 
interests, particularly from the Far East, have shown a measure of interest in 
investing resources in RDP-related projects. Japanese conglomerates, for in­
stance, have entered into investment contracts with the provincial government in 
low-cost housing, township renewal, mining, electrification and infrastruc­
ture.101 Besides this, the MEC for Finance pointed out earlier last year that even
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though the government and its institutions were responsible for addressing pov­
erty in the region, it ‘simply does not have the capacity to meet all the needs of 
our people’.102

There has been increased emphasis in the province on strong financial and 
institutional support for the business sector, particularly smaller enterprises; 
earlier last year, R20 million was allocated to help businesses destroyed during 
the violent overthrow of former Bophuthatswana president Lucas Mangope’s 
regime. The current premier argues that these were smaller enterprises owned 
by historically marginalised groups which had been ‘excluded from the main­
stream of economic activity’, even though many of the businesses belonged to 
members of Mangope’s government who were hardly disadvantaged. He states 
that ‘we take into account that one of the objectives of the RDP, which is the 
very soul and essence of our governance, is to develop small and medium enter­
prises from a set of marginalised survival strategies into dynamic enterprises 
that can provide a decent living for both the entrepreneur and the employee’.103

According to the premier, the province should concentrate on promoting 
tourism, stimulating manufacturing, and promoting targeted industrial develop­
ment linked to mining and agriculture, even though it is noted that the contribu­
tion of agriculture to the province’s economy has been declining since 1980.104 
In a speech at a summit with the mining industry in June last year, the premier 
said that democracy could not be sustained under conditions of extreme poverty 
and inequality and high levels of unemployment, but went on to add that a pre­
ferred economic strategy would be to strengthen the mining sector, given its 
predominant contribution to the provincial economy (60 percent of GGP). But 
the clearest indication of a preferred strategic choice by the province was the 
premier’s statement at the handing over of small business premises at Win- 
terveld in August last year that the government was committed to a strategy of a 
‘high and sustainable economic development . . .’, the achievement of which 
meant that ‘the economy needs to move on a growth path of increased invest­
ment, enhanced productivity and expanding employment opportunities.’105

Speaking at a business seminar later that month, the premier expanded on the 
preferred central strategy of economic growth by saying that ‘the people and 
government of South Africa believe that economic growth is the means towards 
achieving sustainable human development. We believe that sustainable human 
development will be achieved only if the economy is on a sustainable growth 
path.’106 He went on to argue that the South East Asian economies had shown 
that ‘high rates of economic growth improve human development and the qual­
ity of life of the people’. It also seems as if the province regards the role of 
small business as crucial ‘in the efforts of our people to meet basic needs and 
help previously disadvantaged communities’. The premier added that this sector 
was the ‘core of our plans for economic growth’, and that the government was 
‘committed to lending the small enterprise sector maximum support as we be­
lieve that through this we can attain high, sustainable and egalitarian growth’.
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There is alm ost a presum ption in all this that support for small business w ill 
result im m ediately in econom ic growth, which w ill in turn provide a solution  
for the prov in ce’s econom ic problem s as w ell as the challenge o f  m eeting the 
enorm ous social w elfare responsibilities identified by the RDP.

This might be reading too much into politicians’ normal habit of tailoring 
their speeches to their audiences. But in statements over several months to di­
verse groups such as small business, mining, tourism, farmers and foreign in­
vestors, the premier has consistently placed more emphasis on economic growth 
as a strategic approach to meeting the challenges identified in the RDP. Meeting 
Basic Needs does not appear to be an urgent priority any longer. There is a 
clear indication that the provincial government now believes that broader eco­
nomic and human development can only be achieved through growth maximisa­
tion.

Restructuring the r dp  system 

Problems encountered

When the RDP institutions were established in 1994, there were no clear indica­
tions of how they would operate in practice, nor was there enough clarity on 
they would relate horizontally and vertically. Importantly, the constitution does 
not provide for RDP structures even though the RDP white paper provides for 
each province ‘to develop a strategy for implementing the RDP in the context of 
its particular circumstances’.107

There are indications that the governm ent is reacting by attempting to restruc­
ture the RDP system  -  and by rearticulating its v ision  within a different time 
frame to take account o f  capacity constraints. O fficials in the national office  
have begun to point to widespread problem s, som e logistical and capacity- 
related, as causes o f  delays in im plem enting projects . 108 In contrast with the pre­
election  em phasis on targets for delivery, there has been a perceptible shift in 
recent m onths towards em phasising long-term  planning and strategic goals, and 
the w ork that needs to be done to ensure that governm ent structures at national 
and provincial leve ls  are equipped with the capacity to carry out RDP-related 
tasks.

Officials in the provincial and national RDP offices also point out that the RDP 
structures and their activities are completely new and not easily integrated into 
existing public service practices.109 And Naidoo’s report to parliament in June 
last year noted unco-ordinated approaches and incoherent priorities between 
provinces and national government in strategic planning.110 The report argued, 
for instance, that the provinces had taken long to establish their structures and 
had tended to follow different priorities. All these concerns indicate that not just 
the time frame but the RDP system itself may be restructured.

Some provincial RDP officials have also expressed concern over the differing 
institutional arrangements in the various provinces, and the problems of com­
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munication with the national RDP office that this creates.111 It is argued that the 
role of RDP units in various provinces differ widely because there is no clarity 
over their role and composition. This lack of clarity often lead to a duplication 
of functions, leading to turf battles. Besides this, there are apparently some 
problems related to the process of accessing funds from the national office. RDP 
funds can be accessed in a number of ways -  provinces can receive or solicit 
funds from central government, raise funds through their own efforts, or ap­
proach the national RDP office directly; this is seen as a source of confusion.

Late last year, the parliamentary standing committee on the RDP visited the 
provinces to gather information on the way in which the RDP is being imple­
mented. Its report was made public as this paper was being completed, and ap­
peared to confirm the broad argument here. The committee listed a wide range 
of problem areas, such as:112
• a lack o f  clarity over the exact meaning o f  the RDP, com pounded by con­

flicting statements about it by politicians;
• provincial allocations o f  RDP funds based on incorrect statistical bases;
• inadequate provincial inputs into budgetary allocations, leading to the near­

collapse of certain projects (such as school feeding schemes);
• a lack of funds for alleviating poverty in the provinces;
• inadequate financial controls and unaccountable channels for transferring 

funds from central government directly to communities creating opportuni­
ties for corruption;

• funds allocations still unspent;
• duplication of development efforts between provincial government and the 

Independent Development Trust; and
•  a lack o f  com m unication betw een provincial RDP structures and betw een na­

tional and provincial departments in dealing with RDP matters.
The cumulative impact of these factors seems to be leading the government 

towards rationalising the operation of the RDP system.

Proposed solutions

The changes proposed by the parliamentary committee to address these prob­
lems are substantive as well as systemic. In other words, they deal with specific 
problem areas as well as the structural relationships between levels of govern­
ment.

The committee proposed various solutions to substantive issues. Firstly, it 
recommends that similar RDP structures be created in all provinces, to make 
communication between the national RDP office and provincial offices easier. 
This is a controversial proposal, since premiers such as Phosa are keen to es­
tablish structures that reflect their particular political dynamics. Secondly, and 
linked to the first proposal, the committee believes that RDP unit directorships
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across the provinces should be made uniform in job content and function, to 
make communication with the national office simpler.

The report also makes several proposals for dealing with substantive problem 
areas, including:
• better communication, consultation and co-operation between central gov­

ernment and the provinces;
• the establishm ent o f  RDP select com m ittees in provincial legislatures to help  

create ‘a shared national v ision  and welfare priorities’;
• the allocation  o f  RDP funds from central governm ent directly to provincial 

departments instead o f  com m unities;
• more programmes for alleviating poverty;
• A budgetary process based on reliable information;
• placing RDP structures in prem iers’ o ffices, to establish them as the driving  

force in the provinces; and

• better guidelines on issues such as capacity-building, business planning, or­
ganisation, implementation and evaluation.

Proposals for systemic and operational changes include establishing a more 
integrated, nationally co-ordinated, system. The committee argues that a new 
approach to the RDP is needed, based on a redefinition of development planning 
as ‘a participatory process to integrate economic, sectoral, spatial, social, insti­
tutional, environmental and fiscal strategies in order to support the optimal allo­
cation of scarce resources between sectors and geographical areas and across the 
population, in a manner that provides sustainable growth, equity and the em­
powerment of the poor and the marginalised’113.

It says strategic and operational planning are to be brought together at the 
various levels of government. Also, short-term provincial and national strategies 
for development and planning are to contribute to a National Strategy for 
Growth and Development.114 The Forum for Effective Planning and Develop­
ment (FFEPD), in which the provinces and national government sit, will become 
central to this process, and is working out an integrated and co-ordinated system 
of development planning. This will rationalise the RDP system, subjecting the 
setting of priorities, planning and budgeting in individual provincial and national 
departments to a more coherent process. The committee calls for an agreement 
on standard outputs and consistency among provinces, so that their strategies 
may form the basis for national planning.115

The proposed systemic changes do not necessarily herald more central gov­
ernment dominance over the provinces and their priorities. But they do seem to 
call for a more co-ordinated and integrated approach to planning and budgeting, 
aimed at the better use of resources and the achievement of agreed and identifi­
able goals. This could go a long way towards addressing the problem of incon­
sistent approaches and strategies. It could, however, run into difficulties, par­
ticularly in provinces such as KwaZulu-Natal and Western Cape which might 
insist on creating their own, distinct, RDP systems.

27



Centre fo r  Policy Studies

Besides rationalising the system, the RDP is now being rearticulated as a long­
term process. Instead of the urgent delivery commitments the RDP programmes 
emphasised in the pre-election period and immediately after the election, Nai- 
doo has stated that the RDP is to be understood as a 25-year, step-by-step vi­
sion.'16 This is, of course, a response to the difficulties experienced in imple­
menting the RDP and particularly in meeting urgent Basic Needs, which many 
political leaders had committed themselves to addressing. Part of this task will 
therefore be to articulate to the public, most of whom expected the government 
to deliver on RDP programmes in a shorter period, the need to see social and 
economic development as a protracted process.

Conclusion

This paper’s central argument, that it is not possible to achieve all the goals 
stated in the RDP base document at once and that it is therefore necessary to set 
priorities, is illustrated by the three provincial case studies.

They suggest that there are aspects of RDP implementation that might have 
been handled differently, and that need to be addressed if adequate delivery is to 
become possible: a stress on institutional issues rather than substantive delivery 
plans is one, the decision to establish a separate RDP entity within the govern­
ment is another (a point which raises doubts about the wisdom of maintaining a 
separate RDP office within national government -  and about the parliamentary 
committee’s apparent view that this practice should be retained and indeed ex­
tended), and the checklist of issues identified by the parliamentary committee 
offer still more.

But while remedies to these problems, such as those suggested by the parlia­
mentary committee and others proposed by officials and planners interviewed in 
the course of this study, could contribute to more effective implementation, they 
will not remove the need to address the single greatest weakness of the current 
RDP system -  the failure to set priorities, which not only inhibits planning but 
ensures that voters remain uninformed about government goals. The provincial 
studies show that whatever remedies are introduced, a host of capacity limita­
tions will combine with funding constraints to place limits on progress to RDP 
goals, because they underline that development is not purely an act of will, and 
that goals will not be achieved simply because a policy document says they will.

In one sense, the new stress on a longer-term plan addresses this issue by 
aligning planning with the reality of these constraints. In another, it does not 
address the issue at all. To say that the RDP is a longer-term process rather than 
a five-year plan may be realistic, but it still avoids spelling out precisely what 
this plan is and what its priorities are. This risks maintaining the confusion and 
incoherence, but spreading it over a longer period. Having recognised that it 
cannot achieve all the aims of the base document in the first five years, the gov­
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ernment still faces the need to grapple with what can be achieved, over what 
period, and what resources are to be deployed in achieving it.

The central ambiguity remains the choice between a strategy that prioritises 
growth as a prerequisite for action against inequality, and one that stresses the 
latter as a means to the former. There is some evidence that a choice is being 
made here too -in favour of growth -  but this remains sketchy, and it is partly 
contradicted by the parliamentary committee’s continued concern with measures 
to attack poverty. It remains possible that there has been no strategic decision, 
and that growth is receiving more emphasis only because it is easier to point to 
successes in this area than with addressing inequality.

If a decision has indeed been made to focus on growth rather than develop­
ment, this may create fresh problems, particularly at the provincial level. 
Maximising growth prospects is a complex task, and poorer provinces in par­
ticular may find that their best efforts yield slow and limited progress. A Basic 
Needs strategy tailored carefully to provincial capacity could be more achiev­
able than an attempt to engineer rapid growth.

It may well be that, in the world of real politics, it is far easier not to make 
such a choice, and that the RDP will continue to assume that both can be pursued 
simultaneously, with the emphasis shifting in the light of political circum­
stances, and in particular the balance of power between those interest groups fa­
vouring a ‘growth first’ strategy and those who prioritise spending to reduce 
inequality. But this cannot hide the reality that it is not possible to pursue both 
strategies at once, and that repeated choices between will continue to be needed. 
Obscuring the tensions between the two strategies in official statements will en­
sure that confusion about the RDP and its goals will persist, both among many of 
those who implement it, and those who are meant to benefit from it.
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