
Symposium Synopisis 
 

Ethics of  Urban Development in the Western Cape 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The Unit  for Environmental  Ethics in the Phi losophy Department of the 
Univers i ty  of  Ste l lenbosch hosted a Symposium in June 2006 ent i t led,  “Ethics of 
Urban Development in the Western Cape.” The a im was to unearth some of the 
moral  chal lenges faced by stakeholders in the process of rapid and widespread 
urban development current ly  witnessed in the Western Cape.  
 
Part ic ipants included a res ident (with a legal  background) ,  architect ,  act iv ist ,  town 
planner ,  economist ,  development consultant ,  and government off ic ia l .  The 
Symposium was chaired and faci l i tated by Professor Johan Hatt ingh,  ass isted by 
Leanne Seel iger  and Peter Esser .  
 
The goal  of  this  report  is  to provide a br ief  summary of the dist inct  issues 
brought to the table and to ident ify some emerging themes common to them. 
 
 
The Resident ’s  Frustrat ion
 
If  the Const i tut ion gives r ights to human dignity and equal i ty  then the state has a 
responsibi l i ty  to provide this  through legis lat ive means.  The reasonable 
mechanism for doing so is  the densif icat ion of urban space and the development 
of some publ ic  open spaces in exist ing neighbourhoods,  to accommodate so-cal led 
integrated low-cost  housing.  Such development intent ions by local  government 
must however a lso be balanced with the r ights and interests  of  those res idents of  
suburbs where development is  to take place,  as  wel l  as  those for whom the 
development is  intended.  To ensure this ,  a  publ ic  part ic ipat ion process is 
prescr ibed through which democrat ic  decis ions regarding development projects  
could,  in pr inciple ,  be reached.  
 
The res ident ’s  v iew is  one of concern over the local  authori t ies ’  treatment of the 
publ ic  part ic ipat ion process ,  which was seen to lack transparency and pay l ip  
service to part ic ipat ion.  By fol lowing the let ter  of the law municipal i t ies  were able 
to employ ambiguous communicat ion and the complexit ies  of  bureaucrat ic 
procedure to c ircumvent ful l  and direct publ ic  part ic ipat ion.   
 
From the perspect ive of those frustrated by the process ,  property developers with 
expert  knowledge of procedure seemed to enjoy a pr ivi leged posit ion in the 
dia logue with local  government,  at  the expense of other stakeholders who stood 
to benef i t  or  bear the indirect  costs  of development.  As such the process is  
cr i t ic ised as  not being in the service of people ,  but of prof i t ,  and the thus the 
good fa i th and integr ity  of local  government is  brought into quest ion.  There is  a 
duty on local  government to afford res idents ,  old and new, the dignity of  
adequate l iv ing condit ions without detract ing from the dignity to be heard.  
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The Architect ’s  Ideals
 
The spread of urban developments within the pr ist ine landscapes of the coasta l  
region between Gordon’s Bay and Hermanus is  a cause for concern.  
 
At the root  of this  form of urban sprawl are two things .  The f irst  is  the att i tude 
towards virgin land as something with the inherent potent ia l  for development and 
a return on investment (The gendered discourse of “virgini ty” is  instruct ive in 
this  regard).  The second is  the ironic consequences of the escapism of urbanites  
wishing to partake in nature,  but unable to let  go of urban sensibi l i t ies .  From the 
perspect ive of stewardship ethics ,  both these are object ionable .  
 
We need to re-examine the att i tude towards pr ist ine sett ings as s i tes  for human 
profi t  supported by the assumption that  humans can and may exploit  nature.  
Room needs to be made for responsibi l i t ies  toward the natural  world,  including 
i ts  aesthet ic  value.  
 
Escapist  motivat ions,  a l though understandable in pr inciple ,  result  in pract ices 
that  transform nature from the pr ist ine to the manicured,  and from the publ ic  to 
the pr ivate .  Distr ibutive just ice issues are ra ised when that  which had been 
aesthet ica l ly  avai lable to a l l ,  ( temporar i ly)  becomes the pr ivi leged domain of the 
few who can afford i t .  In addit ion,  an injust ice is  done to future generat ions,  who 
might prefer to partake of nature in a less  conspicuous manner.  
 
The ethics of restra int  pract ised by archaeologists  can be taken as a  model  for 
more sensible engagement with pr ist ine sett ings .  An acknowledgement of current  
“bl ind spots” in knowledge,  techniques and motivat ions,  prompts the 
archaeologist  to leave most of an excavat ion s i te  untouched.  Like pr ist ine nature,  
s i tes  of ancient c iv i l i sat ion are rare ,  inher i ted spaces ,  deserving of care and 
preservat ion,  rather than exploitat ion.  Thus pr ist ine nature too must be (most ly)  
left  untouched,  for once developed i t  i s  out of reach of most l iv ing and a l l  future 
generat ions.  
 
 
The Act ivist ’s  Nightmare
 
The development appl icat ion process of the Dreamworld Fi lm City and 
Resident ia l  Estate at  Faure has ra ised object ions from the conservat ion 
community .  I t  exemplif ies  some of the ethical  issues perta ining to the conf l icts  
between conservat ion pr ior i t ies  and that  of economic development.  The crux is  
that  environmental  constra ints  on the project  were not considered ear ly enough 
and not g iven the pr ior i ty  they deserve by decis ion makers .  
 
When environmental  impacts are considered only in the end phase of a  planning 
process ,  economic and socia l  considerat ions tend to mil i tate against  an adequate 
considerat ion of environmental  issues .  Vocal  pol i t ica l  support ,  drawing on the 
discourses of economic benef i ts  to people and the region,  are powerful  leverages 
for development.  Yet ,  socio-economic benef i ts ,  or  the promises of them, remain 
narrowly focused.  The associated hidden costs  and the onus of their  responsibi l i ty 
are rare ly g iven the scrut iny they deserve.   
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The conceptual  basis  of  “susta inable development” is  anything but c lear  and 
unproblematic .  Much ambiguity is  found in phrases l ike “just i f iable development” 
and “fair  trade-offs .” Assigning monetary value to natural  systems,  such as a  
wet land,  and adding this  as  a  cost  to be paid to green ini t iat ives des igned to 
offsets  environmental  damage,  creates the impress ion that  such natural  resources 
and their  services can be ass igned a f iscal  value and traded.  The counterargument 
is  that  such resources are indeed pr iceless  and indispensable .    
 
Processes employed in publ ic  part icipat ion phases should a lso come under 
scrut iny.  Pol ic ies  designed to protect  environmental  resources remain diff icult  to 
enforce.  Without the force of law and r igorous audit ,  decis ion makers can abide 
by minimum adherence to guidel ines .  Cooperat ive governance a lso fa l ls  short of  
ideals  due to internal  pol i t ics  and f lawed coordinat ion between departments .  
Appeals  are eventual ly  pres ided over by pol i t ic ians,  for whom issues of popular i ty  
may eas i ly  outweigh environmental  concerns.  Recourse to judic ia l  review remains 
prohibit ively expensive.  
 
The result  is  that ,  in the ostensible balance between environmental ,  social  and 
economic pr ior i t ies ,  environmental  voices are systematical ly  ass igned to the 
background and eventual ly  s i lenced.  
 
 
The Planner ’s  Vis ion
 
Urban landscapes ref lect  the values of society and as such current urban 
development planning in the Western Cape should consciously incorporate the 
values of socia l  and economic just ice and environmental  sensibi l i t ies .  
 
The susta inabi l i ty  concept has the potent ia l  to provide strategic direct ion to the 
chal lenges of urban planning and development in the context  of rapid,  mass 
urbanisat ion (a g lobal  phenomenon).  But i ts  implementat ion in the form of a mere 
acknowledgment of environmental  impact ,  rather than a recognit ion of and 
commitment to a long-term systemic approach,  is  i ts  downfal l .  
 
The urban development sphere is  current ly  character ised by a fragmented confl ict  
between the interests  and ideologies of capita l is t  business ,  socia l is t  government 
and green pol i t ica l  fact ions.  There is  a  lack of a hol ist ic  integrat ion of planning 
pol icy throughout legis lat ive levels ,  undermining susta inabi l i ty  imperat ives and 
exacerbat ing problems of resource scarci ty ,  pol lut ion,  environmental  degradat ion,  
and social  and economic injust ice .  
 
Conceptual  and procedural  integrat ion should be guided by a moral  imperat ive to 
create a human-made landscape that  provides  for susta inable ,  qual i ty  l iv ing.  This  
moral  imperat ive f inds i ts  express ion in a sensible approach to place,  history ,  
craft ,  nature and l imits  (approximating a bioregional  ethic) .  
 
In planning terms,  a  nodal  development pattern and the employment of publ ic-
pr ivate-community partnerships,  can potent ia l ly  provide a framework in which to 
achieve such hol ist ic integrat ion and commitment to susta inabi l i ty  ideals .  
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The Economist ’s  Chal lenge
 
Wesgro,  the off ic ia l  investment and trade promotion agency for the Western 
Cape,  endeavours to attract  foreign investment,  grow exports  and promote the 
Western Cape as a  business  dest inat ion.  Wesgro ass ists  investors with,  amongst 
other things,  municipal  regulat ions (e .g .  rezoning procedures)  and environmental  
issues (e .g .  environmental  impact assessments) .  
 
Wesgro has experienced such ass istance as part icular ly  chal lenging,  due to the 
long t ime frames involved and investors ’  impat ience and frustrat ions in try ing to 
negot iate the l ines of report ing and authori ty  within and between the DEAD&P 
and municipal i t ies .  In this  respect  Wesgro provides a  valuable service in 
support ing investors .  I t  is  imperative that  the DEAD&P and municipal i t ies  ref lect  
cr i t ica l ly  on their  pol ic ies  and procedures and work toward creat ing a user-
fr iendly environment,  so that  undue frustrat ion (and costs)  are avoided,  whi lst  
respect ing the necessary regulatory frameworks.  Susta inable development is  
cont ingent on economic development and the sources of capita l  that  dr ive i t .  
 
 
The Consultant ’s  Cal l ing
 
Environmental  Assessment Pract i t ioners (EAPs) play a  wel l -descr ibed role as  
information providers in the formal  environmental  assessment process ,  with the 
necessary profess ional  independence with regards to the f inal  decis ion clear ly  
prescr ibed by the Nat ional  Environmental  Management Act (NEMA).  There is  
however much potent ia l  value EAPs may add after  decis ions have been reached 
and confl icts  emerge.  No such role has ,  as  yet ,  been explored.  
 
Given the famil iar i ty  with the process and documentat ion,  EAPs are in an ideal  
posi t ion to mediate confl ict  and faci l i tate conci l iat ion between dissent ing part ies ,  
especia l ly  where part icular  needs of individuals  or groups confl ict  with those of 
the development proponent .  Publ ic  part ic ipat ion processes are not a lways the 
appropriate  forums for c lar i f icat ion and solut ion of such confl icts ,  and appeals  
present a  lengthy and cost ly  administrat ive burden on the state .  
 
Whi lst  the EIA is  designed to uncover confl ict ,  i t  does not mandate a role for the 
EAP in the solut ion of i t .  On the other hand,  NEMA makes specif ic  provis ion for 
confl ict  management as  addit ional  mechanism to resolve disputes .  I t  is  here the 
EAP is  in a  posi t ion to ass ist  the part ies  and the process ,  during the 10-day 
appeal  not if icat ion per iod.  
 
In a confl ict  management role ,  the EAP wi l l  have to contend with the fol lowing 
issues :  
 
·  Ensuring fair  play and avoiding prejudice within a context  of unequal  power 
·  Susta ining trust gained through profess ional  conduct during the EIA process  
·  Due di l igence and commitment regarding agreements during confl ict  

management 
·  Confident ial i ty  of discuss ion during confl ict  management 
 
Thus the extended role of the EAP as confl ict  mediator wi l l  demand a wel l -
art iculated ethic concerning profess ional  responsibi l i t ies  and pract ices .  
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The Offic ial ’s  Reply
 
The pract ice of Environmental  Impact Assessments is  mainly concerned with 
ethics insomuch as i t  guides the appropriate  part ic ipat ion of stakeholders in order 
to ensure the integr i ty  of the process .  In this  regard,  the fol lowing debates remain 
a l ive in the EIA f ie ld :  
 
·  Independence  o f  the  EAP  – i t  remains quest ionable whether true independence of 

view can be mainta ined in s i tuat ions of direct  f inancia l  re lat ionship between 
developers and pract i t ioners .  

 
·  Appropr ia t e  exper t i s e  o f  the  EAP  – no formal  structures and regulatory body 

current ly  exists  for pract i t ioners and guidel ines regarding re levant 
qual i f icat ions and experience remain ambiguous.  

 
·  Accountabi l i t y  and r e spons ib i l i t y  – the quest ion of “who is  the c l ient?” Unbiased 

information,  the goals  of susta inable development,  and the environment as  
such are a l l  contenders .  

 
·  Qual i t y  o f  in format ion and the  c r ed ib i l i t y  o f  the  EIA proc e s s  – a  burden that  should 

be extended to other stakeholders in the process and not be borne by the EAP 
alone.  

 
·  Transparency  and ac countabi l i t y  – ideologies  and power pol i t ics  undermine the 

integr i ty  of the process and need to be addressed.  
 
·  Def in i t ions  o f  the  t e rm env i ronment  – a  broad,  hol ist ic  and commonly accepted 

def ini t ion is  needed and should be ut i l i sed with sensi t iv i ty  to contextual  
var iat ion.  

 
·  Focus  on key  i s sues  – the abuse of c lauses such a ‘ reasonable a l ternat ives ’  and 

content ion regarding procedural  issues  in service of stakeholder object ives 
detract  from EIA’s purpose of ident if icat ion and assessment of substant ive 
information.  

 
·  Government ’ s  de c i s i onmaking  ro l e  – the ult imate power player in the process 

should predicate i ts  decis ions on a balance between const i tut ional ly  inscr ibed 
fundamental  r ights  and pr inciples  of susta inabi l i ty ,  within a long term and 
strategic framework.  

 
Divergent ethical  v iewpoints  and confl ict  between fundamental  motivat ions can 
undermine the ethos of the EIA process ,  or  i t  can enhance i t  when approached as 
a  process of managing differences through a virtuous appl icat ion of rat ional  
thought .  
 
 
The Faci l i tators ’  Conclusions 
 
The theme of disempowerment was found to be at  the centre of the dist inct  
object ions to the processes of urban development in the Western Cape.  Whether  
through pol i t ica l ,  commercia l  or  bureaucrat ic  processes ,  individual  voices were 
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unheard,  drowned out ,  s i lenced,  ignored,  and frustrated.  In the del icate weighing 
of susta inabi l i ty  pr iori t ies ,  the loss of ful l  part ic ipat ion in the process e l ic i ts  
object ion,  not so much to the substant ive decis ions,  but to the way in which they 
are reached.  
 
The var ious issues ra ised during the symposium represent diverse narrat ives ,  a l l  
competing for attent ion,  are expressed through the languages of power,  of  just ice ,  
of  reason,  and of aesthet ics .  The thread that  binds these r ival  tongues is  a  search 
for meaningful  engagement and dia logue between them al l .   
 
On a broader scale ,  a  mood of technological  opt imism was noted – the sense that  
technologies ,  both scient if ic  and organisat ional ,  have suff ic ient  potent ia l  for 
atta ining susta inable development goals .  However ,  progress is  marred by fa i lure 
to address socia l  and environmental  just ice issues.  Histor ical ly ,  our urban 
development cr is is  stems from a legacy of ideological  constra ints  and abuses of  
power.  This  remains so to the day,  even though the format has changed from 
blatant ly  pol i t ica l  to complexly societa l .  Distr ibut ive just ice issues ,  competing 
const i tut ional  r ights and the loss of a  sense of place and of community 
character ise these concerns.  
 
In summary,  i t  i s  the concerns about the integr i ty  of processes and the 
recognit ion of democrat ic  freedoms and r ights that  become the moral  foci ,  
perhaps best  descr ibed as the e th i c s  o f  pro f e s s iona l i sm and so c ia l  jus t i c e  in  urban 
deve lopment .  
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