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A vehicle to ar8culate development issues and foster dialogue   

  
Compara've Development Planning: Lessons for South Africa1  

  
Summary - South Africa's development planning system is a testament to the na9on's commitment to addressing 
its historical challenges and paving the way for a future marked by growth, equity, and sustainability. While there 
are challenges, the structures and strategies in place provide a solid founda9on. With focused improvements in 
planning integra9on, stakeholder engagement, and capacity building, coupled with lessons from global best 
prac9ces, South Africa can further refine its development planning to meet its development goals effec9vely. 
The development planning experiences of South Korea, Singapore, and Taiwan - Province of China offer rich 
lessons for South Africa, par9cularly in terms of strategic planning, government role, public-private partnership, 
and the importance of a long-term, integrated, and flexible approach to development. By drawing on these 
lessons and adap9ng them to its unique context, South Africa can enhance its development planning framework 
and strategies to achieve sustainable growth and development.  
  

1. Introduc'on   
The development planning landscape in South Africa is intricate and mul9faceted, a reflec9on of its history, 
contemporary socio-economic challenges, and the aspira9ons of its people. The strategic planning frameworks, 
from na9onal to local levels showcase a concerted effort to address deep-seated issues while paving the way for 
inclusive growth and sustainable development.  
  
 1.1.  Key Aspects of the Development Planning Landscape  

i. Na'onal Development Plan 2030 (NDP 2030): The NDP stands as the cornerstone of South Africa's 
development strategy. It is ambi9ous and aims to eradicate poverty, reduce inequality, and drive 
inclusive economic growth by 2030. The plan is comprehensive, with its structure around six pillars that 
align with global Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and regional Africa Agenda 2063, ensuring that 
South Africa's development trajectory resonates with broader interna9onal and regional development 
goals.  

ii. Medium-Term Strategic Framework (MTSF): The MTSF serves as the opera9onal tool for the NDP, 
breaking down the long-term goals into ac9onable five-year segments. This framework is crucial as it 
ensures that the loXy goals of the NDP are translated into tangible policies and programs, with clear 
targets and performance indicators to track progress.2  

iii. The Economic Reconstruc'on and Recovery Plan (ERRP): The ERRP is the latest development 
framework. It was developed in 2020 to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic, and it envisions a 
comprehensive health response and interven9ons for economic recovery while controlling the health 
risks and building sustainable, resilient and inclusive economic growth. The Plan suggests a series of 
interven9ons to boost inclusive growth through an aggressive infrastructure investment plan, 
strengthening agriculture by focusing on smallholder farms and SMEs along  
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1 This policy brief is an output of the Strategic Policy and Research Unit (SPRU) of the UNDP South Africa Country Office. The policy brief 
was prepared to sCmulate policy debate on enhancing South Africa’s development planning system.   
The views expressed in this policy brief are those of the author and do not represent the views of UNDP, the United NaCons or any of its affiliate 
organizaCons.   
2 The current MTSF 2019-2024 was developed in 2019, approved by Cabinet at the end of October 2019 and officially launched with the 
State of the NaConal Address (SONA) 2020 for implementaCon. It was subsequently revised based on criCcal new developments including the 
COVID-19 pandemic.  

value chains, industrializa9on (which will support local industries, including those in economically 
depressed areas with significant poten9al for the crea9on of low-skill jobs), improvements in human capital 
development, support to services, tourism, and small and medium enterprises (SMEs).   iv. Provincial and 
Municipal Development Plans: The alignment of Provincial Development Plans and Municipal Integrated 
Development Plans (IDPs) with the na9onal framework is pivotal. It ensures that the development agenda 
responds and takes into account the local context and needs while contribu9ng to the collec9ve na9onal goals.  
v. District Development Model (DDM): The DDM represents a strategic innova9on in governance and 

planning. It aims to eradicate the siloed approach of government opera9ons, fostering a more integrated, 
collabora9ve, and coherent system of development planning and implementa9on. The focus on 
improving service delivery and ensuring that the benefits of development ini9a9ves are tangible at the 
community level is par9cularly noteworthy.  

vi. Local Economic Development (LED): The emphasis on leveraging local resources and capabili9es to 
s9mulate economic growth and job crea9on is commendable. The LED's grassroots approach ensures 
that development ini9a9ves are relevant, sustainable, and owned by the local communi9es.  

  
South Africa's development planning landscape is comprehensive and reflec9ve of a concerted effort to address 
the na9on's historical challenges while char9ng a course toward a prosperous and inclusive future. While the 
framework is robust, the key to its success lies in effec9ve implementa9on, which requires enhanced integra9on, 
effec9ve and efficient resource u9liza9on, ac9ve stakeholder engagement, rigorous monitoring and evalua9on, 
and sustained alignment with interna9onal development paradigms. Ongoing efforts to enhance integra9on, 
resource alloca9on, stakeholder engagement, and monitoring and evalua9on will be key to realizing the full 
poten9al of these development ini9a9ves.  
  

2. Compara've Development Planning Experiences   
The compara9ve development planning experiences of South Korea, Singapore, and Taiwan – Province of China 
provide valuable insights and lessons that can be beneficial for countries like South Africa, seeking to refine and 
enhance their development strategies.  
  

2.1. Development Planning in South Korea, Singapore, and Taiwan – 
Province of China: i. South Korea:  

o Strategic Focus: South Korea's remarkable transforma9on from an agrarian economy to a leading 
industrialized na9on was underpinned by a strategic focus on export-oriented industrializa9on 
and heavy industry development.  

o Government Role: The proac9ve role of the government, especially through the Economic 
Planning Board (EPB), in coordina9ng and implemen9ng development plans was pivotal. o 
Incen'ves and Investment: The government's approach of providing incen9ves for private sector 
investment in key sectors and heavily inves9ng in educa9on and infrastructure laid the founda9on 
for sustained economic growth and human capital development.  

ii. Singapore:  
o Strategic Planning and Governance: Singapore's success story highlights the significance of 

strategic long-term planning, good governance, and a focus on crea9ng a compe99ve business 
environment.  
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o Investment in Infrastructure and Human Capital: The government's investment in physical 
infrastructure, educa9on, and innova9on was key in transforming Singapore into a prosperous 
economy.  

o Public-Private Partnership: The Economic Development Board (EDB) played a central role in 
acrac9ng foreign investment and promo9ng export-oriented industrializa9on, demonstra9ng the 
effec9veness of strategic public-private partnerships.  

iii. Taiwan – Province of China:  
o Centralized Planning Approach: Taiwan – Province of China's development was guided by a 

centralized planning approach, led by the Council for Economic Planning and Development 
(CEPD), which was instrumental in driving industrializa9on and economic growth.  

o Export-oriented Industrializa'on: Like South Korea, Taiwan – Province of China focused on 
export-oriented manufacturing, which helped diversify the economy and enhance global 
compe99veness.  

o Decentraliza'on in Recent Years: Despite the ini9al centralized approach, recent shiXs towards 
a more decentralized planning and implementa9on model indicate a flexible approach to 
governance and development.  

  
These compara9ve country long-term development planning experiences offer valuable lessons for South Africa, 
including the importance of inves9ng in infrastructure, educa9on, and technology, promo9ng private sector 
investment, and diversifying the economy. South Africa can learn several lessons from these countries’ 
development planning architecture, including:   

i. Strong and Decisive Leadership: The leadership in these countries was characterized by a clear vision and a 
strong commitment to economic development and social progress. South Africa can benefit from fostering 
strong leadership that can guide development planning efforts effec9vely. ii. Integrated and Coordinated 
Planning: These countries demonstrated that a coordinated approach to planning, encompassing economic, 
social, and environmental considera9ons, leads to comprehensive and sustainable development. South Africa 
might priori9ze a similar integrated approach to ensure that development efforts are well-coordinated and 
aligned with na9onal goals.  

iii. Evidence-based Planning: Development plans grounded in reliable data and evidence were key to 
the success of these countries. South Africa could focus on enhancing data-driven planning to ensure 
realis9c, achievable, and impaceul development strategies.  

iv. Strong Ins'tu'onal Framework: The success stories of these countries highlight the importance of a 
strong ins9tu9onal framework, including a well-func9oning bureaucracy and a robust legal and 
regulatory environment. Strengthening ins9tu9onal frameworks can be pivotal for South Africa in 
coordina9ng and implemen9ng development plans effec9vely.  

v. Engagement with the Private Sector: Ac9ve engagement with the private sector and crea9ng an 
enabling environment for private investment was crucial in these countries. South Africa could 
similarly foster public-private partnerships to drive economic growth and development.  

vi. Long-term Perspec've with Flexibility: Adop9ng a long-term perspec9ve, while being adaptable to 
changing circumstances, was a common trait among these countries. South Africa might benefit from 
incorpora9ng a similar long-term vision in its development planning, ensuring that plans are 
sustainable and responsive to emerging challenges and opportuni9es.  

  
3. How can South Africa improve its development planning system?  

Improving the development planning system in South Africa is pivotal for steering the country towards sustained 
economic growth and holis9c social development. The strategies outlined provide a comprehensive roadmap 
for enhancing the system's efficiency and impact. Here's a deeper look at these strategies and how they could 
be effec9vely implemented:  

i. Centralized Planning Framework:  
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o Establishing a centralized framework can streamline decision-making and ensure that all levels of 
government are aligned with the na9onal development priori9es. This requires a strong 
ins9tu9onal base and clear guidelines to ensure that policies are consistently implemented across 
various administra9ve levels.  

ii. Strengthening Intergovernmental Rela'ons:  
o Enhancing communica9on and coopera9on between na9onal, provincial, and local governments 

is crucial. Regular forums and joint planning sessions can facilitate a more integrated approach to 
development, ensuring that policies are harmoniously executed at all levels.  

iii. Effec've Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs):  
o Leveraging the strengths of the public and private sectors can lead to more efficient and 

innova9ve solu9ons, especially in areas like infrastructure and service delivery. Crea9ng a 
conducive environment for PPPs, with clear policies and legal frameworks, can acract private 
investment and exper9se.  

iv. Community Involvement and Localized Planning:  
o Development plans should be rooted in the reali9es of local communi9es. Encouraging 

community par9cipa9on in the planning process ensures that ini9a9ves are relevant and have a 
higher chance of success. This approach also fosters ownership and accountability at the local 
level.  

v. Data-driven Decision Making:  
o Policies grounded in empirical data are more likely to yield posi9ve results. Inves9ng in data 

collec9on, analysis, and dissemina9on will enable policymakers to make informed decisions and 
tailor strategies to the specific needs of different regions and sectors.  

vi. Capacity Building:  
o Strengthening the capacity of ins9tu9ons involved in development planning is essen9al. This 

includes not just training personnel but also improving administra9ve processes and adop9ng 
best prac9ces in project management and policy implementa9on.  

vii. Monitoring and Evalua'on Systems:  
o Robust M&E systems are cri9cal for tracking progress, iden9fying challenges, and making necessary 

adjustments. These systems should be transparent and results-oriented, providing real-9me 
feedback on the performance of development ini9a9ves.  

viii. Sectoral Coordina'on:  
o Ensuring that different sectors are not opera9ng in isola9on but are instead working in a 

coordinated manner can lead to more coherent and impaceul development outcomes. This 
requires a holis9c approach to policy formula9on and implementa9on, considering the 
interdependencies between different sectors.  

ix. Legisla've and Regulatory Frameworks:  
o Clear and enforceable legisla9ve and regulatory frameworks are fundamental for guiding 

development planning and ensuring that all stakeholders adhere to the policies and standards. 
This also involves defining the roles and responsibili9es of different en99es involved in the 
development process.  

x. Financial Coordina'on:  
o Efficient financial management and the transparent alloca9on of resources are crucial for the 

successful implementa9on of development plans. Budgets should be aligned with na9onal 
priori9es, and there should be mechanisms in place to ensure accountability in the u9liza9on of 
funds.  

xi. Interna'onal Best Prac'ces and Partnerships:  
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o Learning from the experiences of other countries and collabora9ng with interna9onal organiza9ons 
can provide valuable insights and resources. Such partnerships can enhance the quality of 
development planning and open up new opportuni9es for innova9on and growth.  

  
By focusing on these strategies, South Africa can significantly enhance its development planning system, ensuring 
that it is more integrated, efficient, and responsive to the needs of its people. The successful implementa9on of 
these strategies requires commitment, collabora9on, and a willingness to adapt and learn con9nuously.  
  

4. Conclusion and Policy Implica'ons   
South Africa can draw valuable lessons from interna9onal examples like South Korea, Singapore, and Taiwan, 
emphasizing strong leadership, integrated planning, evidence-based policies, and robust public-private 
partnerships. To further enhance its development planning system, South Africa might consider:  

i. Strengthening Centralized Planning: A cohesive framework ensuring alignment across government 
levels and sectors is essen9al.  

ii. Enhancing Capacity and Collabora'on: Building ins9tu9onal capacity and fostering effec9ve 
collabora9on between government, the private sector, and civil society.  

iii. Data-Driven Decision Making: Inves9ng in robust data systems to inform evidence-based planning and 
policymaking.  

iv. Comprehensive Monitoring and Evalua'on: Implemen9ng strong M&E mechanisms to track progress, 
assess impacts, and inform adjustments in planning and implementa9on.  

v. Incorpora'ng Global Best Prac'ces: Learning from interna9onal experiences to adopt innova9ve and 
effec9ve planning, monitoring, and evalua9on methodologies. vi. Eleva'ng DPME's Role: Empowering 
the DPME to ensure effec9ve policy coordina9on, robust M&E frameworks, and a strategic approach to 
long-term planning.  
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