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HOW TO FIX SOUTH AFRICA – THE RETURN OF THE MUNICIPAL ENGINEER 

 
The following opinion piece by Deon van Zyl, chair of the Western Cape Property Development 
Forum (WCPDF), is a summary of a presentation made to the Western Cape Branch of the Institute 
of Municipal Engineering of South Africa (IMESA) on 31 September 2021. 
 
It is a given that, when working with large organisations and public money, some levels of 
bureaucracy and red tape are essential; however, in South Africa these are now seriously 
undermining investment, job creation, professionalism and accountability. Instead, they support 
mediocracy and undermine excellence. 
 
Because of bureaucracy and red tape, many professions that traditionally underpin economic growth 
within the public sector have become directionless and without purpose, and leave us all (public and 
private alike) on a rapidly downward trajectory. 
 
Nowhere is this more evident than among municipal engineers, because without good engineers in 
the civil service, the private development sector will fail. They provide the context in which crucial 
infrastructure is developed; and yet it appears as if their collective voice has been silenced, and 
some of this blame must also be attributed to the private development industry. 
 
THE DEMISE OF BUILT-ENVIRONMENT PROFESSIONALS IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR 
 
For far too long we, as the private sector, have observed and have said nothing about the demise 
and undermining of the built-environment professions in local government, not least of which is the 
critical role of the municipal engineer. So it is incumbent on organisations such as the WCPDF to 
lobby as strongly as we can for its return. 
 
This is a profession that is key to a municipality fulfilling its constitutional mandate – indeed, its 
constitutional obligation     to facilitate economic development. Without giving a strong voice to the 
municipal engineering fraternity, municipalities will continue to fail in this obligation. 
 
A national newspaper recently published what citizens believed to be the key issues in the 2021 local 
authority elections, grading the issues in terms of priority against the meta-themes of corruption, 
governance and inefficiency.   
 
Against seven tiers ranked in order of priorities, and comprising of 19 sub tiers including issues such 
as crime, unemployment and homelessness, nine sub tiers related directly to the lack of municipal 
engineering services. These dealt with water supply, cuts and availability; power cuts; sewage; roads 
and potholes; infrastructure maintenance; and stormwater drains. 
 
In other words, the 2021 local authority elections are about municipal engineering. And yet the party 
political responses are along the lines of: “We have big plans to address unemployment,” “Land and 
jobs now,” and “We’re better than them.” 
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Not a single party has come out with the kind of promises we really need to hear: “We will only 
appoint qualified and experienced engineers and allow them to get on to fix the problems,” or “We 
will budget for infrastructure provision and address procurement blockages.”  
 
I guess those just don’t make great political slogans, but what this tells us in turn is that the 
politicians just do not get it: infrastructure and utilities service delivery is about engineering. And 
yet, either the engineers are missing in action or they have been muted to such an extent that they 
are no longer allowed to undertake basic engineering tasks. 
 
A CONSTITUTIONAL OBLIGATION TO GET THINGS DONE 
 
In other words, we need to get the role of the municipal engineer on the political agenda, and the 
Constitution gives us a very clear set of goals within which to do this – to quote: “Respect those who 
have worked to build and develop our country.”  Surely labour, contractors and engineers are part of 
this?  
 
Here’s another quote from the Constitution: “Improve the quality of life of all citizens.” This begins 
with infrastructure – for example:  water, sanitation, roads and schools, to name but a few. 
 
In terms of the “objects of local government”, the Constitution further notes five points, which 
include: “(b) to ensure the provision of services to communities in a sustainable manner” as well as 
“(c) to promote social and economic development.”  And yet, it appears these days that we stop 
after the very first point: (a) “to provide democratic and accountable government for local 
communities.” 
 
This has resulted in compliance above – and at the cost of     all else, as dictated by the Municipal 
Systems Act, the Municipal Finance Management Act and the Municipal Supply Chain Management 
Regulations … none of which, ironically, have insulated South Africa against the endemic plaque of 
corruption. 
 
If we are ever to fulfil the role of our Constitution – to heal and build the country – it is my 
submission that, yes, local government is obliged to follow the principle of accountable governance, 
but not at the cost of basic service delivery and economic development.  
 
So what, then, are the principles of accountable governance?  Don’t steal the money. Don’t waste 
the money. Spend the money on the right things. And spend it on time. It really is that simple. How 
many laws and policies do we need to capture this message? It reminds me of a quote by Professor 
Bonang Mohale, president of Business Unity South Africa: “If creating laws and policy writing were 
an Olympic sport, South Africa would win every gold medal available.”    
 
HOW WE’VE STOLEN THE VOICE OF THE MUNICIPAL ENGINEER 
 
So why are we so good at legislations and so bad at implementation? Because we have stolen the 
voice of the professionals who specialise in implementation – municipal engineers – and I am going 
to use Cape Town as an example to demonstrate this. 
 
Just a few weeks ago, it was announced that development was being halted in the two biggest 
growth nodes of the City (Blaauwberg and Helderberg) because of a lack of sewage treatment 
capacity. Meanwhile, the City was attempting to double-capacity in single projects at both Potsdam 
and Macassar after years of refusing to invest in these facilities. Add to this that tenders that closed 
in 2019 for the Athlone wastewater treatment plant have still not been awarded, and is it any 
wonder then that the City has not published effluent quality figures since 2015?  
 



Adding insult to injury, now take into account the many times that engineers have put forward 
proposals offering some measure of solutions,  just to be halted by the City’s infamous “Brick Wall” 
compliance measure run within its Corporate Services division. Yes, it really exists and that is what it 
is called. What municipality in the world removes responsibility and accountability for municipal 
engineering from the municipal engineer and still expects things to work? 
 
This is but one example in what has become the standard operation with all three tiers of 
government. The engineers no longer control their own budgets, nor have a voice on services 
priorities and maintenance, nor are they hands-on in the procurement process. In fact, how many 
municipalities in South Africa no longer have a single professional engineer employed? How many 
technical engineering departments are managed by non-engineers? 
 
The voice – and indeed the role     of the City Engineer has been replaced by policy units that are 
filled with lawyers, and public management qualifications now dictate policy. Policies are being 
written by theoreticians and sometimes even by World Bank consultants. 
 
Spatial planners dictate, irrespective of market conditions, where growth will take place while  
financial managers dictate implementation priorities and timing of infrastructure. Urban designers 
and environmental officials dictate the alignment of services while supply chain managers dictate 
the content and awarding of tenders. And the cherry on the top is that auditors dictate the use of 
project contingencies. 
 
Perhaps there are still voices among the civil engineering community, but I suspect that many of 
these are falling on deaf ears as their Executive Directors refuse to challenge their politically-
appointed colleagues. I also suspect that these voices have been drowned out at Executive 
Management meetings in favour of those of the theoreticians and accountants. 
 
It is time to call a spade a shovel as it is clear that where we find ourselves today is the direct result 
of the loss of that engineering voice. 
 
The good news is that the penny is finally starting to drop in some quarters of government, with the 
President having identified infrastructure as being key to economic development in the National 
Infrastructure Plan 2050 (currently out for public comment).  However, although growth is the key 
focus in this plan, unfortunately municipal infrastructure is the focus of only Round Two of the plan.  
So exactly how any of the political parties are planning to make good on their service delivery 
promises remains a mystery at this point in the game. 
 
DO NEW STAFF REGULATIONS MEAN A NEW LIFE FOR MUNICIPAL ENGINEERS? 
 
There is, however, light at the end of this tunnel too. The Minister of Cooperative Governance 
recently published Municipal Staff Regulations in terms of the Municipal Systems Act, effectively 
confirms five key structures for a municipality: 

 Town planning functions 

 Public works and basis services 

 Community services 

 Finance, and 

 Support to the functioning of the municipality (Corporate Services). 
 
Key to section 11 dealing with recruitment, the Minster lays down the law that:  “Every municipality 
must develop the strategy to fill funded vacancies, and reduce turnaround times for filling of 
approved vacant funded posts.”  In turn, it must: “fill all funded vacant posts on the staff 
establishment within six months of a funded post becoming vacant” and “at all times must have the 
capacity and capability to perform its functions.” 



 
Certainly this is good news, until one interrogates a municipality’s actual commitment to the 
objectives. Why then, for instance, are 18.1% of the City of Cape Town’s posts in water and 
sanitation services currently vacant, along with 12% of posts in its Transport division? If these posts 
are important to basic service delivery, then surely these vacancy rates confirm that the “capacity 
and capability to perform its functions” does not exist or is not currently a priority for the City’s 
executive management team. 
 
TIME TO BE UNREASONABLE 
 
Premier of the Western Cape, Alan Winde, coined a phrase that I have referenced on a regular basis: 
“You cannot eat a clean audit.” 
 
With this in mind, I now address the municipal engineers directly: the primary purpose of a City 
Engineer is not a clean audit, irrespective of what your financial, compliance or corporate services 
colleagues may believe. It is service delivery, and you can quote the Constitution. The question is: Do 
you, as municipal engineers, believe this? Because, if you do not, then you do not qualify in terms of 
the new Municipal Staff Regulations. 
 
However, if you do understand your primary purpose is service delivery, are you willing to be 
unreasonable? George Bernard Shaw said: “The reasonable man adapts himself to the world; the 
unreasonable one persists in trying to adapt the world to himself.  Therefore, all progress depends 
on the unreasonable man.” 
 
You can only be unreasonable if you believe in what you stand for, and are willing to take the 
punches that come with it.  
 
The lawyers and auditors would prefer you to be reasonable so that they can make a living from the 
exception; but are they able to distinguish between delivery-minded engineers and those who are 
corrupt? This is perhaps the biggest problem in local government today. 
 
The challenge, therefore, to IMESA members is the following: 

 Are you willing to be unreasonable in planning engineering capacities for the future and when 
negotiating the necessary funds for new services or maintenance of existing services? 

 Are you willing to be unreasonable in demanding performance and decision making from your 
supply chain management colleagues – and in fact demand that you be part of the procurement 
process? 

 Are you demanding unreasonableness from your Executive Directors in standing up for good 
engineering principles, and to defend your turf when it comes to the Auditor General? 

 
If the answer is “yes”, then you are part of a course of positive economic growth for the country. If, 
however, your answer is “no” then you are responsible for allowing municipal engineers to lose their 
voice. 
 
In terms of the upcoming elections, I have argued that not a single political appointee-to-be in local 
government has any hope of fulfilling any of their promises without a competent and willing 
municipal engineer as his or her right hand. Nor can the private sector do what we are supposed to 
do without competent engineering skills in local authority. 
 
In 2019, the WCPDF asked the Premier of the Western Cape (then Minister of Economic 
Opportunities) to create an Economic War Room to address the roles of Provincial and Local 
Government in the facilitation of economic growth and job creation. Nearly two years after its 



formation, however, we still await a course correction to unblock infrastructure provision and stop 
interference in municipal engineering. 
 
As the WCPDF, we will therefore continue to lobby and advocate for the acknowledgement and re-
empowerment of the municipal engineer as an essential role in local government. We will also 
continue to point out the obvious anomalies and absurdities whereby the lawyers and auditors 
dictate to engineers on what engineering logic should be. 
 
But in return, from yourselves as engineers, we demand logical and rational thinking, forward 
planning, proactive implementation and problem solving.  
 
And, at the same time, we call on IMESA to take its own vision and mission seriously: “To promote 
excellence in the engineering profession for the benefit of municipalities and their communities.”  
 
In other words, it’s time for IMESA to become an activist organisation that fights for the voice of the 
municipal engineer and challenges the culture of rule-by-auditor which permeates so many 
municipalities in South Africa. We also urge you to table this as an important debate at your next 
annual conference in November. 
 
In addition, it is time for IMESA to challenge sister organisations like SALGA on the role of the 
municipal engineer, particularly in core competencies and key responsibilities, and for SAICE and 
CESA to step forward and defend the role and purpose of the municipal engineer in the public 
sector. It’s also time for academic institutions to investigate and research the loss of this critical 
voice and publish their findings. 
 
The 2021 Local Authority Elections are going to be about engineering services – basic municipal 
infrastructure. Never has the timing been so ripe for municipal engineers to step forward and be the 
answer to so many challenges.  
 
My plea therefore to IMESA is to use the opportunity to explain to the politicians-elect before they 
take office that, without you, their promises will (once again) be no more than lip service. 
 
The time has come:  dare to be unreasonable. 
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