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CONCEPT NOTE 
 

South Africa has been referred to as the miracle rainbow nation, after a relatively peaceful 

transfer to democratic rule in 1994 and the attainment of political freedom.  Since the transition 

in 1994, there have also been positive success stories in the efforts to overcome the socio-

economic legacy of apartheid, such as in the terrain of improving access to basic services. 

However, despite the significant gains made, South Africa remains an unequal society as 

poverty, unemployment, crime and corruption challenge our maturing democracy. The last few 

years have seen a sharp increase in protests and violent confrontations.  

 

This story resonates with similar experiences in other countries trying to deal with the legacy of 

underdevelopment whilst simultaneously building sovereignty and democracy. The democratic 

developmental path is consistent with wider strategies of the African Union (AU) which are 

predicated on establishing programmes and initiatives in which the citizens, governments and 

institutions of Africa have greater control over their life choices and chances. Continental 

programmes emphasise the need to strengthen political governance and public service 

effectiveness by building ethical leadership, administrative capacity, improving regulatory 

frameworks and political oversight, promoting participatory decision-making, ensuring 

accountability in the use of public resources and adopting effective economic policy.  

 

It is indeed as the National Development Plan (NDP) notes: 

No political democracy can survive and flourish if the mass of our people remain in 

poverty, without land, without tangible prospects for a better life.  Attacking poverty 

and deprivation must therefore be the first priority of a democratic government. 

The National Planning Commission (NPC) was appointed by the President of South Africa in 

May 2010 to draft a vision and national development plan. As part of the process, the 

Commission released a Diagnostic Report on the shortcomings and achievements of the country 

since 1994. This report was welcomed as a constructive assessment and led to the development 

of the draft national plan in November 2011. The Commission consulted widely on this plan 

leading to broad support for the long-term vision. The revised Plan and Vision 2030 was 

adopted by Cabinet in October 2012. 

 

Despite broad support for the plan, there remains ideological dispute on core issues such as the 

economic drivers and development approach. Many stakeholders are unable to move beyond 

their ideological positions to look forward to implementation. As a result, the contents remain 

contested for reasons of it being poorly conceived, or not constituting required coherent 
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policies.  If the NDP is to become a reality, extensive debate on unfolding implementation efforts 

is required to operationalise the vision to contextual realities and ensure that all social 

stakeholders are mobilised to achieve outcomes.   

 

Given this challenge, the purpose of this debate series, which focuses on implementing 

the NDP, is to consider the interaction between the vision as stated and its 

institutionalised operation. Such dialogue will help to shift entrenched positions, break 

frames and enable new perspectives and implementation solutions to emerge.    

 

While South Africa knows what the vision is and what the outcomes should be, we haven’t 

thought through how to drive and implement relevant results focused programmes within given 

historical and contextual constraints. We also do not know what we can learn from the 

experience of others who have successfully walked the path, or walked the wrong path. The 

good governance agenda assumes that effective institutions, appropriate economic policy and 

tight accountability lead to development. Development is a consequence of appropriate 

institutions which have been shaped by politics and history.  

 

A series of debates between stakeholders – business, government, civil society, unions and 

citizens – which explores options for implementing the NDP is an important contribution 

towards building the ideational and institutional capacity of the state and society. The 

unevenness in the capacity and performance of the state and society to respond to the complex 

challenges of development, due to structural inequality, difficult political-administrative 

relationships, leadership and management instability and weaknesses, organisational 

pathologies and eroded trust, accountability and authority, means that public leaders – political, 

social and institutional – have to manage complexity and uncertainty.  

 

The debates are titled the OR Tambo Debate Series and presented by the Wits School of 

Governance in association with the Oliver and Adelaide Tambo Foundation, to pay tribute to OR 

Tambo’s attributes as a social justice advocate, a strategic thinker and a formidable debater. 

Better known for maintaining the unity of the African National Congress as its President in 

tough conditions of exile, OR Tambo recognized diplomacy, discussion and debate, nationally 

and internationally, as vital ingredients in the building of a democracy.  

 

In Nelson Mandela’s biography Long Walk to Freedom he notes that Tambo, his partner in the 

law firm, Mandela and Tambo: “first impressed me at Fort Hare, where I noticed his thoughtful 

intelligence and sharp debating skills. With his cool logical style, he could demolish an 

opponent’s argument…”  A keen human rights activist, OR Tambo was actively involved in the 

drafting of a document called the “African Claims in South Africa”. Tambo also headed the ANC’s 
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Constitutional Committee, which came to be known as the Tambo Commission in 1959. It 

recommended that constitutional recognition be given to the ANC Youth League and the ANC 

Women’s League. It also endorsed non-racialism and the Freedom Charter. It is therefore 

fitting that we encourage his spirit of debate and dialogue in his quest to deliver a 

democratic society that is just, open, inclusive and equitable. 

 

In light of this, the objectives of this debate series are to: 

a. Lead and stimulate discussions across stakeholders, about the challenges of governance, 

policy and implementation, and the importance of building a capable state in South Africa. 

b. Focus on the interaction between state, economy and society, thereby informing good 

governance, inclusivity and social cohesion. 

c. Build knowledge and understanding about the evidence decision-makers and policy 

implementers have and need to identify the opportunities and constraints of policy 

implementation in our contexts. 

d. Produce and disseminate popular and academic research and publications to a wider 

audience, specifically a book on implementing the NDP. 

 

Vision 2030 is predicated on an approach to change that links capabilities to opportunities and 

employment. It also incorporates the establishment of focused and interlinked priorities. The 

logic of this approach is that in order for the socio-economic outcomes (improved health, 

education, living conditions and employment) to be achieved, key mechanisms (infrastructure, 

settlements and environments) must be in place to facilitate the achievement of objectives. In 

turn, these mechanisms need to build on the strong foundations of a safe and cohesive society 

with an honest and capable public service focused on priority results. Unless these conditions 

are in place, it will not be possible to drive development and create jobs through infrastructure 

development.  

 

APPROACH TO THE DEBATES 

 

A series of 10 public debates will be run over 15 months. The debates will be hosted by a 

knowledgeable and versatile personality. A Wits academic will prepare a pre-debate position 

paper exploring comparative experience and contextualising the debate. The debate panel will 

comprise a suitable mix of representatives of government, civil society and business. The 

debates will be facilitated to ensure engagement on the practicalities of implementing the NDP 

and in the process push beyond established practices.  

 

The debates will be recorded and edited for teaching purposes and the also written up for wider 

dissemination. This will include the production of implementation tips following each debate. 
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The academic responsible for the position paper will use the debate discussion to develop a 

chapter for a subsequent book on Implementing the NDP.  

 

Proposed programme: 

Month Title 
July Implementing the NDP – can it be done? 

Debate on the implementation possibilities and limits of the NDP. What are the 
challenges and what are the real constraints? 

MECHANISMS 

September Creating economic growth and employment 

How can the NDP’s vision of economic growth be achieved within given current 

global and regional realities and structural inequalities? 

November Building the infrastructure to support development 

Who (government, state owned enterprises, business) should play what role in 

building the necessary infrastructure to support development? 

January Sustainable urban and rural settlements 

How do we rethink urban and rural settlements in ways which accommodate 

migration, employment opportunities and diverse communities? 

OUTCOMES 

March Social security and health 

What are the critical components of a social security and health system that 

supports developmental outcomes? 

May Education for development 

What are the critical governance and management challenges of implementing 

education for development within the framework of the NDP? 

Month Title 
CONDITIONS 

June Building an accountable, honest, developmental state 

How should the state be capacitated and supported to drive development and 

effective service delivery?  

August Making a safe, secure and inclusive society and region 

What needs to be done to create a safe and inclusive society? What is role of 

South Africa in creating a safe and secure region? 

September Monitoring and evaluating – how do we track progress? 

How to ensure that the government monitoring system is robust enough for 

achieving the NDP’s developmental outcomes? 

 


