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•	 Planact	was	established	by	a	group	of	urban	development	professionals	committed	to	social	and	political	transformation	in	South	

Africa.	 With	 local	 civic	 associations	 and	 trade	 unions,	 Planact	 established	 itself	 as	 service	 organisation	 focusing	 on	 pragmatic	

built-environment	issues	such	as	housing	and	services.		

•	 This	period	commences	in	the	aftermath	of	the	introduction	of	the	tricameral	parliament	and	the	1984	uprisings.	The	1980s	was	a	

period	of	great	instability	in	South	Africa.	A	major	part	of	the	decade	was	marked	by	political	turmoil	in	townships	throughout	the	

country,	and	thousands	of	people	died	because	of	escalating	violence.		

•	 In	addition,	escalating	 rent	and	services	charges	had	become	an	 issue	because	 it	was	state	policy	 to	make	 residents	pay	 for	 the	

upgrading	townships.	

•	 By	this	point	in	South	African	history,	most	non-governmental	organisations	(NGOs)	seemed	to	concentrate	on	radical	and	structural	

change	in	South	African	government	society.	As	a	result,	NGOs	had	begun	to	take	roles	that	could	have	been	filled	by	government.	

Where	there	was	lack	of	service	from	government,	NGOs	were	able	to	provide	basic	services	to	people	in	townships.	

•	 Planact’s	contextual	analysis	in	this	period	highlights	the	‘urban	crisis’	in	terms	of	which	towns	and	cities	were	the	focus	of	resistance	

to	apartheid	and	economic	exploitation,	and	the	articulation	of	grassroots	demands	by	social	movements.	

•	 During	this	first	decade,	Planact’s	work	rapidly	adapted	its	services	in	response	to	the	changing	context,	transitioning	along	with	the	

organisations	it	supported	from	resistance	to	transition	mode.	Historians	agree	that	the	period	1984/5	marked	the	highest	level	of	

resistance	since	the	National	Party	came	to	power	in	1984.		

•	 In	1988/9,	Planact	noted	that	the	urban	crisis	had	been	an	area	of	conflict	between	the	state,	business	and	the	community.	

•	 Housing	was	an	issue	that	affected	the	daily	existence	of	all	South	Africans	and	the	struggle	for	decent	housing	became	central	in	

the	fight	against	apartheid.	Planact	as	a	voluntary	organisation	working	on	issues	broadly	related	to	housing	and	urban	development	

–	developed	its	activities	in	three	broad	areas:	

THE FIRST DECADE
•	 In	 spite	of	 the	efforts	 to	enhance	Planact’s	work	processes,	 the	 1994/5	period	was	characterised	by	massive	staff	 turnover,	 as	 the	

majority	 of	 the	 experienced	 leadership	 and	 policy	 professionals	 joined	 the	 new	 democratic	 government.	 This	 left	 Planact	with	 28	

members	of	staff	and	nine	board	members.	

•	 One	of	the	key	elements	of	the	external	environment	in	the	1990s	was	the	process	of	globalisation	in	which	market	forces	began	to	

dominate	local	and	global	economies.	However,	South	Africa,	not	only	experienced	the	effects	of	globalisation,	but	democratisation	as	

well	and,	as	a	result,	there	was	considerable	compromise	between	the	state	and	the	private	sector.	

•	 In	 exchange	 for	 business’s	 acceptance	 of	 black	 economic	 empowerment	 and	 affirmative	 action,	 the	 new	 democratic	 government	

showed	its	support	for	what	was	generally	referred	to	as	‘neoliberal	economic	policies’.	

•	 During	this	period	Planact’s	reflections	highlighted	developments	in	the	field	of	local	government	policy.		

•	 Planact	 stated	 that	 the	 newly	 promulgated	White	 Paper	 on	 Local	 Government	 set	 out	 the	main	 elements	 of	 a	 transformed	 and	

developmental	local	government	system	that	would	contribute	towards	social	and	economic	development	and	deepen	democracy.	

•	 From	1994	onwards,	community	development	forums	(CDFs)	sprang	up	around	the	country	in	order	to	effect	the	shift	from	resistance	

to	reconstruction	at	local	level.	

•	 In	 1995	 Planact	 developed	 a	 new	 mission	 statement,	 and	 in	 1996/7	 Planact’s	 work	 was	 restructured	 to	 focus	 on	 local	 economic	

development,	municipal	finance,	integrated	development	planning,	institutional	development	and	service	delivery,	and	housing.	

•	 Planact	 developed	 and	 implemented	 a	 performance	 management	 system	 designed	 to	 support	 a	 new	 organisational	 culture	

characterised	by	strong	work	ethic,	and	individual	growth	and	development	through	shared	learning.		

•	 In	 2001/2	 the	 organisation	 was	 active	 in	 training	 and	 capacitating	 CBOs	 in	 order	 for	 them	 to	 constitute	 their	 own	 community	

development	 forums	 to	 improve	 communication	 channels	with	 local	 councils	 and	 help	 in	 subsidy	 applications	 to	 give	 low-income	

population	access	to	housing.	

•	 The	period	from	2004	leading	into	the	third	decade	(2005	-	2015)	was	marred	with	financial	turmoil	which	was	not	only	experienced	

by	Planact	but	by	the	sector	as	a	whole.

•	 The	last	two	decades	have	seen	Planact	grow	to	become	a	highly	respected	participant	in	the	transformation	of	South	Africa.		

•	 Planact	has	made	a	significant	contribution	to	the	development	and	implementation	of	the	new	local	government	system,	and	its	

active	involvement	in	the	Integrated	Development	Planning	(IDP)	process	has	resulted	in	an	astounding	record	of	achievement	for	

the	development	of	the	communities.	

•	 As	Planact	was	not	immune	to	this	turmoil,	eventually	the	organisation	had	to	adapt	to	a	cost	recovery	mode.	The	cost	recovery	

implementation	strategy	was	realised	through	its	participatory	local	governance	programmes	which	involved	intensive	community	

based	training	with	SALGA,	the	USAID	and	the	Gauteng	Department	of	Local	Government.	In	order	to	strategically	reposition	itself,	

Planact	also	limited	its	implementation	activities	to	Gauteng,	except	where	it	needed	to	complete	its	existing	projects.	Lastly,	to	

continue	 its	 resilience	 streak,	management	 and	 staff	 agreed	 on	 drastic	 internal	 cost	 cutting	mechanism	 that	 included	moving	

offices,	cutting	salaries	and	other	internal	expenses	in	order	to	continue	with	the	legacy	of	the	founding	fathers	of	the	organisation.	

Planact’s	work	in	supporting	community	participation	in	municipal	affairs,	which	had	commenced	in	the	previous	period,	continued	

in	this	third	decade.		

•	 Urbanisation	is	at	an	increased	level	and	has	resulted	into	the	creation	of	urban	informal	settlements,	being	fuelled	by	a	variety	of	

factors	like	movement	of	people	to	perceived	areas	of	economic	opportunities;	state	interventions;	decline	of	rural	economy;	

•	 Application	of	relevant	and	effective	 interventions	with	underpinning	rigorous,	systematic	and	catalytic	concepts	 is	essential	to	

contribute	to	addressing	current	developmental	paradoxes	and	challenges.		

•	 No	space	for	citizens’	voices	in	some	aspects	and	this	has	resulted	in	citizens	inventing	spaces	for	themselves	so	that	they	present	

their	desires	or	concerns.	This	has	also	resulted	in	contestation	and	patronage	in	different	aspects.

•	 Superficial	structural	arrangements	of	state	planning,	discussing	with	citizens	and	reporting	to	citizens.	Therefore	in	some	cases	

there	is	limited	or	no	accountability	to	citizens.	It	has	become	imperative	for	the	citizens	to	find	means	and	ways	of	holding	(forcing)	

the	state	to	account	in	various	format.

•	

THE SECOND DECADE THE THIRD DECADE

Planact’s	 involvement	 in	 Diepsloot	 began	 in	 1997	 to	 facilitate	 the	

development	 of	 the	 settlement	 by	 promoting	 spatial,	 economic	

and	 social	 integration	 within	 the	 broader	 Northern	 Metropolitan	

Local	 Council	 area.	 The	 first	 priority	was	 to	 ensure	 that	Diepsloot	

was	 recognised	by	 the	NMLC	 as	 a	 permanent	 settlement	 so	 that	

its	 development	 could	be	 incorporated	 into	government	planning	

processes.	

•	 Planact	 was	 committed	 to	 ensuring	 the	 community	 had	 a	

voice.	 It	 helped	 to	 identify	 all	 community	 organisations	 in	

the	 area	 and	 brought	 them	 together	 to	 form	 the	 Diepsloot	

Community	Development	Forum.	Planact	played	a	major	role	

in	the	capacity	building	of	the	DCDF	and	the	1999	it	was	able	to	

effectively	engage	with	council	and	demonstrated	its	level	of	

competency	and	legitimacy	to	all	role-players.	With	Planact’s	

assistance,	the	DCDF	was	able	to	introduce	a	shack	numbering	

system	and	registration	and	housing	application	and	allocation	

process	accepted	by	the	entire	community.

Planact,	during	the	early	2000s,	ventured	into	new	territory	through	its	

work	with	a	community	in	the	East	Rand,	Vosloorus	Ext.28.	The	project	

was	 to	upgrade	 this	 informal	 site-and-service	 settlement	 through	 the	

People’s	Housing	Process	 (PHP),	as	the	community	was	not	 interested	

in	 typical	 developer-driven	 housing.	 Planact’s	 initial	 participation	 was	

through	an	invitation	by	the	Boksburg	Local	Council	(later	becoming	part	

of	 the	 Ekurhuleni	Metropolitan	Municipality).	 The	 project	 demonstrate	

Planact’s	good	practice	in	the	PHP.	In	Vosloorus,	Planact’s	activities	were	

in	facilitating	access	to	adequate	shelter	and	secure	tenure.	Its	work	was	

in	building	 the	capacity	of	 the	steering	committee	 to	enable	effective	

engagement	 with	 the	 municipality	 and	 provincial	 representative,	

managing	various	stakeholders	in	the	project,	facilitating	building-skills	

training	 and	 house	 construction,	 and	 introducing	 more	 ecologically	

sustainable	 principles	 via	 the	 construction	 of	 a	 pilot	 house,	 including	

grey-water	recycling	for	food	production	and	better	positioning	to	max-

imise	energy	efficiency.

•	 The	 programme	 enhanced	 participation	 in	 local	

governance	 by	 assisting	 newly	 elected	 ward	

committee	members	and	councillors	to	understand	

how	 to	participate	 effectively	 in	 local	 governance	

processes.	

•	 The	 skills	 transfer	 shared	 during	 the	 training	 of	

trainers	 intended	 to	 ensure	 a	 ripple	 effect	 across	

other	municipalities	in	the	country.	Planact	reached	

out	 to	 23	 municipalities	 such	 as	 Cedberg	 local	

municipality	 (Western	 Cape),	 Kgetlengrivier	 Local	

Municipality	 (North	 West),	 Magareng	 Municipality	

(Northern	 Cape)	 etc.	 This	 is	 the	 programme	 that	

provided	 Planact	 with	 sustainability	 measures	

during	 a	 time	 when	 the	 development	 sector	

experienced	financial	constraints.	

•	 Springvalley	 is	 an	 informal	 settlement	 that	 is	made	 up	 of	 approximately	

2000	households.	Located	in	Nkangala	District,	Springvalley	is	nestled	in	the	

midst	of	an	affluent	suburb	in	Emalahleni	Local	Municipality.	The	communi-

ty	faced	threats	of	relocation	to	a	green	fields	housing	project	considered	by	

residents	to	be	too	far	from	their	livelihood	sources.	Besides	insecure	tenure,	

the	settlement	faces	service	provision	challenges	as	it	has	no	running	water,	

no	electricity	and	poor	sanitation.	Due	to	the	above	mentioned	conditions,	

there	 is	a	breakdown	in	communication	and	community	needs	are	not	re-

flected	in	the	municipal	development	plans.	Planact	 initiated	working	with	

the	community	in	2010	and	continued	to	support	the	community	primarily	

through	 social	 facilitation.	 Planact	 supported	 Springvalley	 Development	

Committee	 (SDC)	 by	 providing	 capacity	 building	 and	organisational	 devel-

opment	regarding	SDGs	participation	in	incremental	approaches	to	informal	

settlement	upgrading	and	in	particular,	service	delivery.	

Between	the	year	1995	and	2000	the	country	was	

going	to	a	third	phase	which	was	identified	as	de-

mocratisation.	South	Africa	however	did	not	only	

experience	 democratisation	 but	 globalisation	 as	

well,	as	a	 result,	 there	was	considerable	compro-

mise	between	the	state	and	the	private	sector.	In	

this	new	dispensation	Planact	was	contracted	by	

the	new	Bloemfontein	City	Council	 to	facilitate	a	

change	management	process.	Planact	assisted	in	

in	strategic	planning,	advising	on	recruitment,	and	

management	transformation.

Planact’s	 involvement	 in	 Bekkersdal	 began	

in	 1998	 in	 response	 to	 a	 request	 by	 the	

community.	 An	 Integrated	 Development	

Planning	housing	workshop	was	 facilitated	

and	this	 led	to	the	Westonaria	Municipality	

committing	 itself	 to	 include	 the	 partic-

ipation	 of	 community	 members	 in	 its	

development	 projects.	 Planact	 developed	

a	participation	 strategy	 that	would	 further	

strengthen	council-community	relations.

In	 2002/3,	 Zevenfontein	 residents	

requested	 assistance	 from	 Planact	 and	

its	 work	 focused	 on	 increasing	 the	 ca-

pacity	 of	 the	 community	 to	 participate	

in	 planning	 a	 proposed	 relocation.	 In	

Zandspruit	 in	 2003/4,	 Planact	 provided	

capacity-building	 skills	 to	 the	 CDF,	 and	

assisted	the	community	in	pressuring	the	

Johannesburg	Metro	to	provide	services	to	

the	community.

•	 Planact	has	worked	closely	with	Makhado	Local	Municipality	and	GIZ-SLGP	 in	piloting	a	partici-

patory	 budgeting	 project	 in	Makhado	 region	 1	 of	 the	municipality.	 The	 preparation	 phase	was	

completed	in	June	2011	including	a	status	quo	analysis	report	and	the	development	of	a	proposed	

implementation	plan	approved	by	the	municipal	council	and	related	materials	development	(PB	

implementation	and	facilitation	manuals)	for	capacity	building	sessions.	

•	 Support	was	provided	for	the	implementation	phase	through	inductor	sessions	with	community	

leaders	in	three	areas	(villages)	particularly	the	traditional	councils	who	agreed	to	provide	space	

for	 community	members	 to	 actively	 participate	 in	 the	 discussion	 forums.	 These	 introductory	

sessions	also	 led	 to	 revisions	 to	 the	 implementation	plan	 to	better	 coordinate	 the	community	

discussion	forums	so	that	priorities	are	effectively	identified.	

•	 The	 first	 thematic	 sector	 forum	meeting	 took	 place	 separately	 in	 these	 three	 villages	 which	

involved	128	community	members	identifying	their	priority	needs	with	regards	to	infrastructure	

and	electing	community	 representatives	to	take	the	village	 level	priorities	to	the	broader	ward	

level	discussions.		

‘I	was	there	in	the	real	hey-
day	of	Planact.	It	was	quite	an	
extraordinary	place	to	be.	I	felt	

incredibly	privileged	–	the	energy	
and	dynamism	was	extraordi-
nary.	There	was	no	other	urban	
development	organisation	like	it	

in	South	Africa.’

•	 Advice	and	technical	support	to	community	organisations	on	housing	and	related	activities.		

•	 Advice	 and	 technical	 support	 to	 trade	 unions	 on	 housing,	 land	 legislation,	 financing,	 employer	 social-responsibility	 pro-

grammes	and	possible	worker	cooperatives	(for	the	National	Union	of	Mineworkers,	NUM)	in	Lesotho.		

•	 Technical	assistance	to	the	residents	of	informal	settlements	in	the	provision	of	basic	services.		

•	 Planact’s	 vision	 of	 urban	 development	 and	 its	 key	 principles	 should	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 progressive	

response	to	the	overarching	economic	and	political	context

•	 Barry	Pinsky,	from	Rooftops	Canada,	remembers	his	initial	work	with	Planact:	

•	 He	describes	how	Planact	leaped	into	every-thing,	taking	up	all	opportunities,	becoming	involved	in	

major	negotiations	and	the	transition	of	local	government.	He	remembers	Planact’s	work	as	setting	

a	pattern	for	everything	that	followed.		

•	 In	the	early	period	Planact	was	quite	specific	about	how	it	worked.	From	inception	in	1985,	there	were	

clear	principles	governing	Planact’s	 involvement:	Work	accepted	only	on	request	from	mass-based	

organisations;	direct	accountability	to	user	groups;	and	building	the	organisation	through	participation	and	transfer	skills.	All	projects	that	

Planact	engaged	in	during	this	decade	arose	from	requests	to	Planact	from	grassroots	organisations.	While	they	were	all	underpinned	by	

social	and	political	transformation,	Planact’s	approach	was	to	build	organisation	while	focusing	on	practical	built	environment	and	service	

delivery	issues.	
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This	 was	 one	 of	 Planact’s	 first	 successful	 intra-national	 projects.	

Subsequent	 to	 the	 1987	 mineworkers’	 strike	 a	 large	 proportion	 of	

miners	from	Lesotho	were	dismissed	and	sent	back	home.	National	

Union	 of	 Mineworkers	 was	 concerned	 about	 the	 well-being	 of	 the	

retrenched	miners	and	requested	Planact	to	design	a	building	to	house	

a	 proposed	 co-operative.	 Two	 Planact	 architects,	 along	 with	 NUM	

officials,	 visited	 the	 site	 in	Maseru	 and	met	 representatives	 of	 the	

retrenched	workers.	A	concept	report	was	prepared	and	presented	to	

the	union.	This	idea	was	later	developed	into	a	comprehensive	worker	

co-op	project	in	South	Africa.

LESOTHO
COOPERATIVE

PROJECT

Co-op Building
Strategic Planning

Settlement Incorporation/
recognition

Informal settlement 
site-and-service

Community Participation Capacity Building

Skills transfer
Informal Settlement 

Upgrade

Participatory Budgeting

The	 Wattville	 Concerned	 Residents	 Committee	 (WCRC)	

requested	Planact	to	assist	with	a	number	of	housing	and	service	

delivery	 issues	 in	 the	 township.	 Overcrowding	was	 one	 of	 the	

main	 challenges	 faced	 by	Wattville	 and,	 as	 a	 result,	 residents	

invaded	a	piece	of	council	land	adjacent	to	the	township.	Planact	

assisted	 the	 WCRC	 to	 negotiate	 with	 the	 Benoni	 Council	 for	

the	right	to	retain	and	develop	the	land.	The	negotiations	were	

successful	and	for	the	first	time	in	apartheid	South	Africa	a	black	

community	won	 the	 right	 to	 own	and	develop	 land	 previously	

reserved	for	whites.	
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Planact is a non-governmental development organisation, incorporated as a Section 

21 company in 1995, whose aim is to bring about local development for the poor 

within an integrated framework. Originally formed as a voluntary association of 

professionals in 1985, Planact has evolved into a well-established non-profit organisation 

whose contributions to urban development processes are widely known and valued. To 

contribute to the achievement of the strategic development goals of poverty eradication 

and deepening democracy, Planact’s work is directed towards promoting and supporting 

integrated human settlements and contributing to the local government transformation 

process and the development and strengthening of community-based organisations

Planact as an organization has three programmes running, namely;

INTEGRATED HUMAN SETTLEMENT
(concerned with Informal settlement

upgrading)

COMMUNITY ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT

(organizational development and

livelihoods support)

PARTICIPATORY GOVERNANCE
(focusing on budgeting performance

and accountability)

Planact was facilitating a community-based settlement planning in Jabulani informal 

settlements in the Randfontein Municipality.
Planact, as one of its participatory governance programmes, has carried out an extensive 

Social Audit in Spring Valley.

Placeholder image for the Economic Development Programme Placeholder image for the Economic Development Programme

CONCLUSION

Programmes and projects that Planact has chosen resonate with its purpose and presence in 

the NGO sector. These programmes assist in achieving our main objective of “making towns 

and cities work for people”. In the 3 previous decades our methods for change have adapted 

to the positions of current affairs without compromising the vision. The focus for each decade 

became specific to those affairs. The various environments in these decades did not defer 

Planact from its main vision of ensuring that vulnerable people live in habitable environments 

of their choice and are able to advance their interests freely. With this primary objective, we 

were able to adapt to change without compromising the organisation. 

Looking at the trajectory of the organisation, the efforts to alleviate poverty are easily 

recognised.  Our methodologies have always taken a people’s centred approach. These 

methodologies include: 

•	 Research	and	conceptualisation	of	new	applications

•	 	Policy	analysis	and	advocacy

•	 	Initiating,	support	and	coordinating	development	processes

•	 	Developing	capacity	of	targeted	groups	and,

•	 	Demonstrating	solution	through	pilot	projects

These methodologies have assisted in the advancement and progress of tools within the 

organisation. Throughout the 30 years, Planact has recognised the diversity that lies within 

each community and has endorsed and promoted development within each variance with 

its methodologies in mind. These methods certify the importance of specific aspects of 

each community and make sure the state recognises the opportunity to deliver varied 

adequate services for communities. Planact pride ourselves in conducting research before 

the implementation of any new Interventions. The research assist in developing tools and 

instruments that enable communities to thrive beyond our presence. 

Planact looks at the three spheres of government to implement strategies effectively. Our/

Planact three programmes are designed to address all the spheres to encourage effective 

change. Participatory governance addresses the national sphere.  

Our intention of bringing about local development for the poor within an integrated framework has not 

changed. We intend to solidify our footprint in the organisation by advocating for equal and fair allocation 

of essential social services and amenities provided to vulnerable communities. We have devised tools and 

models designed and developed to improve local government delivery systems depicting transparency 

and accountability.  Planact prides itself in initiating projects developed to show alternative solutions.  Our 

methodologies aim to encourage positive interaction between the state and its people where the state 

understands its citizen’s needs while the people are made aware of the constraints the government also 

faces. 

Way forward

Our vision remains the same. Planact intends to capacitate marginalised communities by providing 

a knowledgeable active society that has access to resources. This society has to be aware of its rights 

and responsibilities to progress. The organisation also aims to help the society interact with the state 

successfully by developing tools that assist an active and accountable state. We intend to establish a 

progressive relationship between Planact, vulnerable communities we work in and the state over the next 

following decades. The state in our envisaged affiliation is to be able to work towards improving the level 

of livelihoods of vulnerable and marginalised citizens as the SA constitution outlines. Innovation is key to 

every organisation and Planact has adopted a new approach that assist in manifesting our purpose.  Our 

processes have been designed to identify and enhance strategies that can be implemented to improve 

the lives if the communities we partner with. Our new strategy is to utilise processes that can yield greater 

results while influencing effective change. These ideas range from the inception of social audits, livelihood 

strategies, to the focus on mining towns to developing ghost towns by implementing ideas specific to 

their context. Planact’s plan in ensuring the development of communities lies within theory of change. 

Our objective is to ensure that informal settlements receive tenure rights and receive affordable and 

sustainable basic services. This will allow us to promote citizens’ rights and opportunities to the city. 

Planact continues to advocate for the advancement of the poor and it aims to continue its purpose 

for many more decades to come. We have achieved a great deal already and have made a spectacular 

difference in the lives we have encountered over the years. Our mission lives on and we intend to improve 

lives and make cities and towns work for its inhabitants 

“Towards a realisation of inclusive urban development and deepened democracy”

1985 - 2015


