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Background 

Cities and industries have developed adjacent to ports for proximity to trade and transport 

nodes.  At the boundary of land and sea are two systems, acting as centres of exchange where 

different economic activity, cultures and environments meet, (Xiao et al., 2016). Their co-

existence has been characterised by development limits and conflicts based on geography, 

environment, limited space, social justice issues, ecological habitat loss, air quality problems, 

coastal erosion and traffic congestion etc. The systems overlap, resulting in negative and 

positive interactions (Xiao et al., 2016). They have a community of actors with their own 

agendas, perceptions, interests and values on development and operate within formal and 

informal rules and structures. Their interactions influenced by political economy and 

legislation change with time, affecting approaches to development and planning.  

 

The port is an important node in the economy of Durban and South Africa (Nemai Consulting, 

2013; Maharaj and Mather, 2014). Cost efficiency and business competitiveness as the “port 

of choice in southern Africa” drive the port to keep abreast with technological developments 

in the international maritime industry. It also requires the city to supply land for industries, 

warehousing and storage facilities, an efficient road and rail network into the hinterland and a 

skilled workforce. Planning and development play are important in determining where each 

function or operation is zoned, ensuring cargo transport and trade are as efficient as possible. 

Historically urban development in Durban has, favoured macro-economic benefits of industry 

and the port, with little consideration for the environment (ecology) and society at large 

The Transition Management (TM) for sustainable development approach is used to examine 

the port city of Durban. It is based complex adaptive systems and provides tools and techniques 

to analyse and guide actors towards solving persistent problems (complex, multigeneration 

problems that cannot be solved with one solution), dealing with uncertainty using elicitation, 

radical innovation, frontrunners and selective participation. It is a societal movement towards 

sustainability. Its application to the port city of Durban has the potential to change the current 

approach by emphasising the role of frontrunners, need for radical innovation and a space for 

experimentation that creates learning opportunities to improve planning and development 

towards long-term sustainability. The objective of the study was to examine the actor relations 

in Durban and then design a project-oriented guideline for the port and city to use in project 

planning that will support a cooperative relationship based on transition management. 

Methods 

To develop the context a historical review of port city planning was conducted, with emphasis 

on the role of environmental policy and legislation. National, local and port policy relating to 

(coastal) development, planning and environmental protection and conservation were analysed 

within this context. Actors involved in planning and development from the port and city, civil 
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society groups, scientists, consultants private sector representatives and NGOs were 

interviewed. Actors outside the port and city were selected based on involvement in public 

participation during impact assessments and their role in port committee meetings. Multi-Level 

Perspective embedded in Transition Management and grounded theory were used to analyse 

data. 

 

Results 

From a historical perspective, the actor roles in planning and development of the port and city 

transition due to changes in the political economy. Historically actors were seeking allegiance 

or funding from national government; the economical orientation finally led to the deteriorating 

ecological landscape of the coastal zone. From the mid-1990s efforts for developing policy and 

legislation in a more participatory way became more consistent and persistent. A societal 

transition was underway, with front runners from different actor groups taking the lead. In the 

port city, the eThekwini Municipality is a frontrunner in environmental management and 

ensuring developments, that don’t compromise the environment. Environmental NGOs and 

Civil Society are the other frontrunners in ensuring that social and environmental justice is 

addressed in planning and development. These actor groups believe that the port authority is 

unwilling to adapt to the environmental changes or acknowledge climate change is real, they 

have referred to them as “climate denialists”.   

 

 

Environmental policy and legislation in South Africa have changed the approach to 

development. However, it is argued by developer and port actor groups that the processes 

lengthen the planning and development process, which makes things more expensive in the 

long term. Contrary to this, NGOs, scientists and civil society groups believe that if the 

developers, port and city would involve them from project inception, the environmental 

procedures would not take as long because many issues would have been dealt with and 

addressed in the beginning.   

 

Conclusion 

The relationships in the port city are dynamic and have changed over time. The social-

economic relationship is well established with minor problems, however there’s an opportunity 

to improve the social-environment relationship between the port and city. The willingness of 

the actors to participate is an alternative way this can be achieved. In TM experimentation is 

an important process. However, in systems such as the port where projects are to the value of 

millions and infrastructure lifetime is essential, experimentation may not be an option, realistic 

and adaptive planning is. At city level opportunities for experimentation at the project level are 

plausible. However, these need to be well managed and effective, with tangible long-term 

learning outcomes that are aligned with national development framework, globalisation, 

environmental and social justice. The port and city, due to their geographic proximity need to 

find a common ground to improve governance in the development and planning realm. 

 

Trust, management changes, silo thinking, and piecemeal planning are challenges identified in 

Durban. These hinder processes of participatory, cooperative and long-term planning that 

involves all the actor groups. To lessen the burden on the Impact Assessment process, 

experimentation with the transition management for sustainable development framework can 

be conducted on a project basis by the port and city, before attempting to use it on bigger 

projects. Transition management is an alternative to the current working structure has the 

potential to transform development processes and have long-term results that are sustainable 

socially and environmentally. 
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