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1 Introduction 
 
There is a general concern in government and amongst communities about the lack of public land release 
and development, specifically for affordable and low-income housing in strategic areas in South African cities.   
Land release constraints are almost always context-specific. This paper should be viewed only as an 
introduction to the issues that need to be explored in more detail, in specific instances. It is neither conclusive 
nor exhaustive, and the insights which are provided are based on anecdotal information about projects and 
cities. 
 
The paper is the third in a series of four papers that together look at how to use public property to realise 
value towards the integration and spatial transformation of South African cities.  It looks very briefly at 
government’s property portfolios and the current trends and approaches to managing these portfolios. It 
also looks at the impact this has on delivery, and at the key issues and constraints in relation to realizing 
the value of these portfolios. 
 
The first paper in the series set out an overall approach, focusing on the relationship between value 
realisation of value, integration, and the creation of functional urban systems.  The paper established a 
framework where value realisation is defined in economic, social and financial term and considered 
integration needs and opportunities in relation to different settlement types, considering how each form of 
settlement can be made more ‘valuable’ through targeted strategic interventions.  The three annexures to 
the report provided a review of the urban systems in Johannesburg, Tshwane and Cape Town. 
 
With the background set out in Paper 1, Paper 2 then highlights key instruments, approaches and strategies 
to achieve functional and integrated South African cities.  Six integration strategies are explored: transit 
orientated development (TOD), land development incentives, inclusionary housing, the use of public 
property as an instrument for transformation and integration through value realisation, a shift from property 
management to asset management, and the process of realising value.  The third section of the paper then 
explores the development process and approach that applies. 
 
The fourth paper in the series then explores case studies in the cities of Cape Town (the Tafelberg Site in Sea 
Point, the Conradie Hospital Site, and the Athlone Power Station), eThekwini (Cornubia and Bridge City), the 
Johannesburg (Jabulani, in Soweto).  These case studies provide examples of different approaches and 
demonstrate how these approaches are determined by the intended outputs. They illustrate the importance 
of ensuring accountability and the alignment of priorities and objectives through the development process.  
The case studies are also used to evaluate key factors for success and provide a general set of guidelines on 
required processes, systems and capacities to ensure implementation and the achievement of intended 
outcomes. 
 
 
2 General public property portfolios and their management 

 
2.1 National government and State-Owned Enterprises 
 
According to the Department of Public Works’ (DPW) 2015-2020 Strategic Plan, the Turn Around Strategy 
(drafted in 2012 and phase 1 implemented by 2014) achieved ‘a complete and credible Real Estate Asset 
Register (REAR) under the Department’s custodianship in terms of which registered and unregistered land 
parcels were reconciled against the deeds records and other National and Provincial immovable asset 
registers. In addition, physical verification of 32 570 properties had been undertaken and 15 000 land parcels 
had been vested. Municipal values had been applied as a fair value on approximately 10% of the Department’s 
vacant land in 2013/14 financial year. This resulted in the disclosure of the Department’s vacant land at about 
R4 billion for the year ended 31 March 2014, as opposed to the R49 million in the 2012/13 financial year…A 
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comprehensive audit of 2 161 leased properties was completed. This audit included the physical verification 
of 2 143 leased properties;’ 1 
 
In the 2016/17 Annual report, the DPW emphasised the use of its portfolio to complement municipal IDPs 
through investment in, and use of, its existing properties in precinct development projects. These have been 
earmarked as specific projects in local municipal areas. In addition, the department has indicated that it will 
align its programme to the Tshwane Inner City Development Plan, including the development of Salvokop, 
which is a very strategic portion of land on the southern border of the Tshwane CBD. According to the Annual 
Report these portions will be developed in line with the municipalities’ plans and the needs of the client 
departments. It has also indicated 27 portions of land as ‘surplus’ and for disposal for social economic 
development.   
 
The more substantial component of the DPW property portfolio comprises buildings to accommodate the 
various departments. Its primary function is to ensure that departmental property needs are met and that 
the infrastructure and structures of these properties are well managed. Although the department is 
committed to playing a key role in positioning and leveraging its property for development, this is largely in 
relation to its core functions (i.e. using the location of buildings and services to stimulate development and 
providing properties for social services that benefits local communities).  
 
From the figures provided in the strategy document, large portions of land seem to be limited, but this needs 
to be verified. Land that requires specific consideration includes that which is owned by SANDF and the 
Departments of Health, Education, and Social Development. From anecdotal evidence these departments 
may have properties that are well located and large enough to make a significant impact.  
 
The management systems and arrangements that have been put in place in the DPW demonstrate a shift 
towards asset management, accountability of costs and value and an emphasis on linking service provision 
with development objectives and goals of municipalities. It is unclear how this has affected the actual 
management of the portfolio but it does indicate support for a professional and focused approach.  
 
Although the framework exists, there is no dedicated capacity to consider how best to use properties that 
are surplus or no longer needed outside of these main project areas. This may lead to ‘missed 
opportunities’, for example using buildings that are well located and no longer needed, which might be 
considered for conversion to residential units. 
 
State-owned enterprises (SOEs) are governed by asset management requirements in terms of the Company’s 
Act, and not by the Government Immoveable Asset Management Act, 2007, which does not apply to them. 
They are however, also governed by the PFMA.  
 
The portfolios of these entities vary depending on the nature of the business. However, it can be assumed to 
be substantial in terms of size and value. The primary concern for the SOEs is to raise capital through the 
release and / or development of these properties. For example, Transnet has R4 billion worth of surplus 
property that it wishes to optimise for additional revenue.2 It does not intend to sell, but needs income to 
address its large debt. On the whole, there appears to be an emphasis by the SOEs on disposing or leasing 
non-core property to raise capital and revenues to address debts and shortfalls3.  
 
The additional factor affecting use of SOEs is that their properties form part of their asset registers and are 
valued at market rates. This means that when these properties are earmarked for transfer to housing, for 
example, this is done using market value which affects the affordability of the project and makes little 
                                                
1 Department of Public Works Strategic Plan, 2015-2020 
2 Business Report, 12 July 2017 
3The Role and Significance of State Owned Enterprises, Public Entities and other Public Bodies in the Promotion of Urban Growth and Development 
in South Africa, Wendy Ovens 2008 
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difference to acquiring properties from private land owners. The SOEs cannot simply dispose of an asset that 
is part of its balance sheet without considering the implications of this on its ability to raise capital and attend 
to its existing loans. More careful consideration should be made of how to access valuable and well located 
properties whilst securing the SOEs financial state.  

 
2.2 Provincial Governments 

 
Provincial governments have similar portfolios to DPW with the bulk being accommodation for departments 
or buildings and structures used for service delivery e.g. hospitals, schools, social services. There are also 
agricultural portions that lie on the outskirts of many of the cities and properties that were earmarked for 
core services (primarily health and education) in township establishments that have never been developed 
or taken up by the relevant department. Provincial governments also hold land for, inter alia, show grounds 
and heritage sites.  
 
It appears as though provincial governments have adopted different approaches to, and priorities for, 
portfolio management. For example, Gauteng has indicated that it will be selling all non-core properties that 
are not used for services and infrastructure, and presumably housing4. Western Cape Provincial government 
has invited private developers to partner on property developments using their non-core properties 
specifically earmarked for development5. KZN Provincial Government emphasizes good management of its 
existing portfolio that caters largely for its departments, and service delivery. Disposal of surplus is not given 
any mention in its latest Annual Performance Plan although it indicates that certain properties were disposed 
of.6  
 
The majority of housing projects that Provincial Governments are involved in or are driving, use land that has 
been acquired or that belongs municipalities.  
 
Similar to the National Department of Public Works, specific attention should be given to the portfolios of 
the Provincial Departments of Health, Education and Social Development to assess opportunities for 
properties which are no longer used.  
 
The capacity and approach to asset and portfolio management differs between the provinces but there is a 
general shift towards greater accountability with asset registers and asset management plans. However, as 
at the national level, there is a gap in determining how non-core properties are identified and earmarked 
specifically for transformational development. There is also no dedicated capacity for property development 
which limits its ability to drive land development projects even when they are identified. 
 
2.3 Municipalities 
 
Municipalities generally have very wide and diverse portfolios including housing and properties for services 
(clinics, traffic departments, waterworks, workshops and transport shelters). They have ‘left-over’ land from 
township establishments, agricultural portions, open spaces and parks, recreation centres, zoos, 
administration buildings and depots, road reserves, heritage sites, taxi ranks, informal trading facilities. They 
also have sites with small shops and workshops, school sites (that are leased by DOE), sports clubs, golf 
courses etc. 
 
The Municipal Asset Management Transfer Regulations and Asset Management Plans that are required have 
ensured, or at least pressurised for, the establishment of more transparent and regulated systems of 
disposing and developing these properties. Asset registers are being compiled that can provide a useful point 

                                                
4 Infrastructure News and Service Delivery, 1 Nov 2017 
5 Western Cape Provincial Government website, 2018 
6 Final Annual Performance Plan 2017/18, Province of KwaZulu Natal, Department of Public Works  
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of departure in identifying core and non-core properties, vacant land and strategic portions for development. 
However, these registers are difficult to complete and require dedicated capacity and systems. The larger 
cities have managed to establish registers of the larger portions of land. 
 
The approach to deciding how best to position and use properties identified as non-core or exempt has begun 
to occur in areas identified as part of city-wide strategic programmes (e.g. Corridors of Freedom). However, 
non-core properties outside of these project areas remain contested between the different priorities of the 
municipality and communities. Properties identified for housing are both an exempt and non-exempt, i.e. 
housing is not an isolated service but rather a complement of a ‘human settlement’ or neighbourhood 
development. In these there are various uses including commercial, retail and market housing. 
 
 
3 Issues and constraints to developing public properties 

 
There has been a strong intention by government (at all three tiers) to use public properties to drive 
transformation goals and there are many examples of where this has succeeded and where this has failed. 
The successes have usually resulted where there have been dedicated agents and dedicated capacity to 
implement strategic projects using public properties (e.g. Constitution Hill, Nelson Mandela Bay Baaken 
Rejuvenation Programme, Freedom Square). In projects which are largely commercially driven (including in 
housing delivery projects), this capacity has been the result of tendering to private developers to do the 
project. However, in many instances public properties in the strategic areas of cities have not been 
developed, and it is important to understand why this is the case. 
 
Some of the issues that contribute to this lack of delivery are listed below, as an introduction to the issues 
that need to be resolved: 
 

i) Inadequate asset registers that provide insufficient information on value, location, conditions (this 
affects municipal, provincial and national government). Asset registers are regulatory requirements 
for asset management plans, and all three tiers of government are in the process of compiling them. 
However, the verification exercise is lengthy and complex. Additional factors that affect this process 
include: unregistered properties in areas with no township establishment or formalisation of 
townships; land availability agreements that are not registered and often only come to light when 
government wishes to sell or develop that property; ‘transferal’ of government properties to different 
tiers of government where these transfers have not actually been effected.  

 
In most cases the large municipalities have started to record the substantial portions and to map these. 
This provides a foundation for aligning available properties with planning priorities. However, these 
often exclude numerous smaller portions that may pose important opportunities.  

 
Areas with high economic or strategic value are often well developed and have few and small portions 
of public property that can be used. Asset registers often do not record these, or they are recorded 
under specific departments and assumed as core i.e. old hospital sites, abandoned recreational 
facilities, administration buildings that are no longer used. Some cities have started focusing on user 
plans that should highlight those properties no longer in use. 

 
ii) A lack of clarity of ownership often occurs because land is not registered correctly at the Deeds office, 

transfer has not been effected, or there are longer term leases that have not yet been transferred. This 
results in confusion and a lack of decision making. It is often assumed that a property is owned by 
‘another’ government entity and so no department ends up being responsible for it. It also means that 
there is no focus on how best to use the property. 
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iii) A lack of dedicated capacity and focus. Property disposal and development is often located in a 
department which has a range of sub-departments and priorities. There are seldom dedicated officials 
appointed to drive the process of property development. As a result, properties are not properly 
assessed as potential opportunities and there is no dedicated capacity to drive the realization of 
opportunities. Driving property development requires a full-time commitment with resources and 
good management systems. Without this, momentum is lost, and steps required to accomplish the 
development are missed, leading to the project stalling.  

 
iv) A lack of capacity and expertise in developing land. Officials often do not have the tools and expertise 

to engage with private parties, to consider the viability of a project or to understand the requirements 
for commercial and retail users. There is often a lack of understanding of the risks being taken by the 
developer, acceptable returns on land (vs. properties), the need for adjustments as requirements or 
circumstances change (e.g. cost of construction) and duration, especially with land preparation and 
associated costs. As a result, there is a lack of clear decision making and officials tend to stall projects.  

 
v) Competing interests and objectives, even in a single programme, where different priorities (housing, 

economic, infrastructure, financing) often lead to cessation of land development. Although there is an 
assumption that projects must be driven by city plans and government priorities, achieving this is more 
complex. There are numerous priorities that government wants addressed, there are different 
departments with different needs and there are often community organisations, businesses and other 
external parties pressuring for properties. In many instances this leads to projects coming to a 
standstill.  

 
vi) Land development often requires the cooperation of private parties and the public, as well as 

different spheres and departments of government, which themselves are governed by different 
policies and legislation. Complex developments involve multiple parties that all need to contribute 
and participate at various points in the process. Without strong management systems, it is difficult to 
ensure the requisite participation. Large-scale projects often require dedicated capacity from the 
various government service  and infrastructure departments and entities and instead they get 
‘representatives’ participating in the project management but not in the actual delivery of the 
development. In private sector developments, developers get agreements signed by the various 
parties. A good example of a successful project of scale is the Bridge City development, which involves 
different infrastructure components and a multitude of delivery agents which involves complex 
financial systems, phased land release and development and a wide spectrum of end-users etc. In this 
case, the agreements with all of the parties were a prerequisite to success. Where government is the 
lead developer, committee approvals often take the place of signed agreements, and these are not 
always adhered to. 

 
vii) Confusion as to what is allowed by the MFMA especially with regard to releasing land to for 

commercial purposes and allowing developers to sub-lease. The procurement process is also a 
stumbling block in negotiating property transactions given the need for flexibility and adjustments that 
are common in the property industry. 

 
viii) A lack of capital to develop, which often prevents government from being able to develop large tracts 

without the input of the private sector, especially where there is a mix of uses and housing options. In 
these cases, construction companies have become the developers and, although they are better 
equipped than government to deliver, the result is a mono-focused housing development with limited 
retail and commercial uses. In the delivery of housing there are a plethora of grants that need to be 
accessed to make delivery viable and it is often this complex process of accessing and timing that 
prevents projects from being realized.  
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ix) Lead time for developments and general duration of large scale developments is underestimated and 
creates difficulty with budgeting, resource allocation and coordination between the various public 
players. 

 
x) Public properties available for transformational development are often small portions in key nodes 

or large portions on the periphery. There is a tendency to focus on the larger portions which can 
delivery larger scale projects. Numerous smaller portions are more complex to realise. Scale is a cost 
factor, and minimal yield for higher costs is a matter that requires careful consideration at a policy and 
strategic level. 

 
4 Conclusion 
 
Government has a significant amount of property at its disposal. The various property portfolios combined 
could have a dramatic impact on shifting the urban property market and driving a transformational 
agenda. However, there are numerous issues preventing this value realization and transformation 
potential. One of the most important is that government departments are focused on their own core 
services, and as a result have little capacity and expertise for leveraging these portfolios to deliver outside 
of their core services. 
 
Although housing is a priority and has a dedicated capacity, the lack of focus in the other departments means 
that properties located in these departments are not selected for housing or other transformational needs. 
In addition, housing departments prefer to deliver at scale on portions of land that are not in the core of the 
city. Public portfolios in strategic economic nodes are small and often encumbered, which again, results in 
housing departments focusing on those properties which are financially viable and where implementation is 
easier.  
 
SOEs are focused on ensuring their financial sustainability which often means that surplus property is seen 
as a potential form of additional revenue.  
 
The lack of clarity in legislation relating to public property management is also causing confusion and 
paralysis. It often leads to projects that are not integrated and limits the approach to value realization and 
best use. 
 
Cooperation between tiers and entities of government requires clear systems of accountability. Alignment 
should be driven through municipal and provincial Spatial Development Frameworks and Integrated 
Development Plans. However, these are not always adequate for detailed property plans and the process of 
detailing plans requires systems that can ensure alignment as well as a more value based and ‘commercial’ 
approach to property development.  

 
 
 


