
Nelson 
Mandela Bay 
and Buffalo 
City Metros: 

An Assessment of the  
Economic Development of the  

Eastern Cape Metros  
Since 1994 and Their Prospects

Prof Bill Freund
ECONOMIC AND  
RURAL DEVELOPMENT

OPERATIONS, CORPORATE 
AND FINANCIAL SERVICES

DEVELOPMENT PLANNING 
AND INFRASTRUCTURE

INFORMATION AND 
KNOWLEDGE  MANAGEMENT

HUMAN RESOURCE 
DEVELOPMENT

SOCIAL MOBILISATION

FINANCIALS / 
STATISTICS / DATA

NOTE

IDEAS/CONCEPT 
DEVELOPMENTANALYSIS

ECSECC WORKING PAPER SERIES 18



Published by ECSECC 
Postnet Vincent, P/Bag X9063, Suite No 302, Vincent 5247 
www.ecsecc.org 

© 2014 Eastern Cape Socio-Economic Consultative Council

First Published January 2014
Some rights reserved. Please acknowledge the author and publisher if 
utilising this publication or any material contained herein. Reproduction 
of material in this publication for resale or other commercial purposes is 
prohibited without written permission from ECSECC. 

ISBN: 978-1-77593-001-3



ECSECC Working Paper Series
The ECSECC Working Paper Series was launched as a platform for publishing work in progress in areas broadly aligned 
with the strategic objectives of the Eastern Cape Socio-Economic Consultative Council. Contributions are invited 
from ECSECC stakeholder communities as well as independent researchers/writers who share an interest in ECSECC’s 
overarching objectives.

Nelson Mandela Bay and Buffalo City Metros:  
An Assessment of  

the Economic Development of the Eastern Cape 
Metros Since 1994 and Their Prospects

Prof Bill Freund 
Emeritus Professor of Economic History, University of Kwa Zulu Natal and Visiting 

Senior Research Fellow, University of the Witwatersrand

January 2014

Working Paper Series No. 18
Disclaimer: The contents of the ECSECC Working paper series do not necessarily reflect the views of ECSECC. ECSECC 
does not take responsibility for the views or accuracy of data/information contained in these pages.



Nelson Mandela Bay and Buffalo City Metros: An Assessment of the Economic Development of the Eastern Cape Metros Since 1994 and Their Prospects

2



Nelson Mandela Bay and Buffalo City Metros: An Assessment of the Economic Development of the Eastern Cape Metros Since 1994 and Their Prospects

3

Table of Contents
Foreword 4

Abbreviations 4

Introduction 5

A Little Geography and History 5

Automobiles 18

Coega and the IDZs 20

Tourism and Urban Upgrading 23

Higher Education 24

Townships and the People’s Economy 24

The Importance of Autonomous Actors 26

Border-Kei Chamber of Commerce 26

Centre for Small Towns Regeneration 26

Coega Development Corporation 26

The Mandela Bay Development Association 27

Renewable Energy Centre – Transition Network 27

Eastern Cape Socio-Economic Consultative Council 28

Conclusion 28

Sources 31



Nelson Mandela Bay and Buffalo City Metros: An Assessment of the Economic Development of the Eastern Cape Metros Since 1994 and Their Prospects

4

Foreword
Bill Freund is presently Emeritus Professor at UKZN and Visiting Senior Fellow at Wits. He did his doctorate at Yale 
University in the 1960s and has specialised in economic history and the development of African cities.

ECSECC first met Bill at a workshop at Rhodes University on “Political Economy Restructuring of South Africa” in 
October 2012. Discussions with Bill focused on his current research interest around the economic development of SA 
cities since 1994.

ECSECC believes that Bill’s paper on the development of our two metros should prompt useful discussion. In particular 
we value his historical, national and international balanced perspective.
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Introduction
The following study is intended to consider economic aspects of the life of the two proclaimed Metro governments in 
the Eastern Cape, Nelson Mandela Bay and Buffalo City which have Port Elizabeth and East London as their core urban 
focal points. In the latter case, the metro status is a new one, acquired in 2012. The time-frame of the study is essentially 
the years since the democratic dispensation of 1994 came into effect but there is some consideration of what went 
before that and also some consideration of what might be possible in the future. 

I wish to focus on a limited number of points which are highlighted in the table of contents above. This study does labour 
under one defect: I am not a resident of the province so it has been necessary for me to pursue research in the form 
of a limited number of interviews on particular trips to the two metros. Thus it inevitably must defer to the expertise 
of those long-involved in considering these problems. However I have tried to make up for this defect through fairly 
extensive reading as there have in fact been a considerable numbers of studies over the past twenty years particularly 
of the economy of the province and from the angle of secondary industry and the role it has played. Nonetheless I am 
aware that there are some obvious holes in the fabric.

The form of the essay is largely argumentative and descriptive. Statistical evidence is widely available elsewhere to which 
reference can readily be made and will be used in moderation, primarily in the third section. As an outsider, I do not feel 
constrained to offer a particularly optimistic assessment and indeed have seen my role in large part as providing a sense 
of the developmental constraints which do prevail. I think it is important to provide a contextual framework which gives 
more of a sense of the possible. For some things to change, the national setting must change (and to a certain extent, the 
provincial setting in particular). I cannot avoid referring to this quite frequently. However, it is not really my brief here to 
attack national problems in any depth and therefore the focus also lies specifically on the situation of Nelson Mandela 
Bay and Buffalo City taking the wider national setting as to some extent given. There are positive and negative features 
to this assessment. It is crucial for policy-makers to find a considered way forwards that lies between dependence and 
despair on the one hand and unrealistic expectations on the other: this is the essence of effective policy.

A Little Geography and History
Over the centuries, the eastern part of the province which is well-watered and fertile saw the build-up of a substantial 
population that collected wealth in livestock and practiced agriculture. The western end was dryer and more thinly 
peopled. However this was the side from which colonists from Europe entered this terrain in the late 18th century. In the 
course of a long series of wars, their government annexed the whole territory before the end of the following century. 
Much of the Eastern Cape was occupied and alienated to a private ownership system. Port Elizabeth grew in the 19th 
century as a port that served this zone and was the site of an ambitious and competitive merchant elite. (Mabin 1986, 
Peires 2011) In the middle decades, it prospered on the back of the wool and later ostrich feather trades that emerged 
from farms in the semi-arid hinterland. At one time when the British seriously considered splitting the Cape Colony in two, 
it rivalled Cape Town, more and more eccentric to the overall economic activity of southern Africa, as an economic centre.  
East London was a much smaller town whose favourable situation at the mouth of the Buffalo River made it the collection 
point of commerce for what is called the Border region in between two densely-peopled and hemmed-in regions, the 
Ciskei and the Transkei, which continued to be the site of an older form of land use and exclude white land occupation.

The urban economy of Port Elizabeth expanded in the twentieth century as it attracted a heterogeneous population 
from its relatively lightly-peopled hinterland. The descendants of settlers together with white newcomers were often 
entrepreneurs who established commerce and a varied basis of secondary industry on the basis of a local market. 
Blanket manufacture, the beginnings of the clothing and textiles industries, began in the Eastern Cape as early as 1891. 
(Bonnin, 2011) Local entrepreneurs fuelled industrialisation which benefitted from the industrial protection introduced 
by the Union government from the 1920s. Little of the industrial impulse led to exports but the port was an attraction 
for US car makers Ford and later General Motors to establish South Africa’s first assembly plants. Volkswagen started 
to manufacture in Uitenhage in 1951 after organising for a South African outlet  right after the end of the war in 1946. 
Additionally the seaside location of the city attracted domestic tourists from inland. 

From the 1940s the state also promoted heavy industry through the establishment and further development of 
parastatals. However little of this was located in the Eastern Cape as an industrial heartland emerged in and around 
what is today Gauteng Province. Geographically, although they had rail connections to Johannesburg, East London 
especially but also Port Elizabeth were far away from the South African heartland.  East London, however, benefited 
from the policies of the government aimed at limiting black migration to the Rand and the Cape which supported ‘border 
industry’. (Interview 12) Thus it also became a significant industrial centre. When the National Party regime promoted 
the self-government and national independence of two ‘Bantu homelands’, the Ciskei and Transkei, the Border corridor 
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was excluded from them but East London continued to profit as the most developed urban service community for the 
eastern half of the present province through government expenditure and very generous industrial subsidies. This kind 
of regime did not, of course, provide prosperity to the mass of rural people who remained unskilled and dependent on 
remittances from migrant labour mainly outside the Eastern Cape.

Manufacturing grew by leaps and bounds in terms of employment from the 1930s onwards. Apartheid border industries 
were not very successful in promoting employment at first but the subsidy regime introduced in the last dozen years of 
the apartheid system had this result. (Todes, 2013) Relatively little of Eastern Cape industrial production was orientated 
to export, especially if one excludes sales to South Africa’s neighbours, all of which controlled small to tiny economies 
only. South Africa could rely after the Bretton Woods Agreement of 1944 on sales for its gold that were based on a 
moderate, fixed but entirely reliable price over more than 25 years. It was the main gold exporter in the world and, to 
add to this, considerable base metal exports became a further source of international currency. The heavily subsidised 
commercial agriculture sector as well as forestry and fishing also brought important export earnings. As such, industrial 
exports received no strategic attention and, with the onset of sanctions, self-reliance dominated official thinking instead. 
Up to the 1970s, South African economic growth was rapid. One result was the increasing dominance in the private 
sector of a small number of national firms in virtually every field of endeavour, firms that bought out local enterprises 
and inevitably promoted national policies for their operations which benefitted other regions.

The 1970s ushered in an era of intermittent crisis and slow growth for not just South Africa but much of the world 
including the developed world. The new circumstances emerged in global capitalism favoured some kinds of economies 
but made sustained growth difficult for others. In South Africa, sanctions aimed at removing the apartheid system 
coupled with the problems incurred by agriculture and industry whose development had been based on heavy state 
protection were barriers to overcoming what were increasingly crisis conditions. To some extent, South Africa was able 
to withstand crisis through reliance on its secure deposits of deep level gold and unlocking other mineral exports such 
as iron ore and coal.

However, despite the dramatic turn-around in the political sphere from 1994, it has not been successful in restoring rapid 
growth in some kind of virtuous circle of development. Of those countries one would have termed ‘industrialising’ in 
1970 South Africa is unusual in its failure to enter into such a circle. Growth was poor in the last decade of the apartheid 
government, recovered very modestly after 1994 to lapse into further stagnation and this pattern of stagnation has 
resumed today. The exceptional periods of growth lay around 1980 and again in the first years of the new millennium 
and were essentially caused by rapid hikes in mineral prices. There is little reason to depend on these good years as 
a sustainable model for the future. Capital investment figures for South Africa, the key source for economic growth 
normally, whilst recovering from the levels of the 1980s and 1990s, are relatively low. (Cole 2012)

 Since 1994 and the end of sanctions, business in South Africa has globalised through the opening up of the economy. 
This has led on the one hand to massive capital export including the relocation of some economic giants overseas 
and on the other to foreign purchases of industrial plants in South Africa which can no longer be expected to fit into a 
nationally orientated development strategy. The disappearance of strong tariff protection has negatively affected both 
industry and commercial agriculture. In the latter sector, an adjustment has been made but in the former, many branches 
experienced precipitate and ongoing decline. Port Elizabeth and East London have suffered from the closure of light 
industrial plants. In addition, the Bantustan system ceased to exist and with it the advantages that allowed the growth 
points of the 1980s to take off. Industrial activity in Butterworth (Transkei) Fort Jackson and Dimbaza (Ciskei), the latter 
of which is right at the northern end of the Buffalo City Metro, collapsed dramatically. (Interviews 6, 19)  Dimbaza is often 
noted today as a virtual industrial ghost town with 95% of its 158 factories closed and increasingly in ruins. (Interview 
15) And this decline continues: Scaw, once an important Dimbaza metal manufacturing company, closed down there as 
recently as 2011. Only one of its once numerous CMT clothing operations still exists. (Interview 19) As a result of these 
circumstances, international and national, the Eastern Cape has faced difficult circumstances.

The industrial growth of South Africa after World War II was marked by prolific demand for unskilled labour while the 
mass of black labourers were virtually excluded from access to skills and the government did what it could to force them 
to keep their domiciles in the so-called Homelands. This led to the decline of economic activity in the homelands which 
became extremely dependent on remittances and savings from migrants. However, the changes that ensued from the 
1970s have brought employment levels, especially as a percentage of the working age population, down dramatically as 
well. The individuation of family life, putting pressure on women to enter the labour market as household heads on a 
very large scale, intensified the squeeze. 

Even under apartheid, class differentiation in the black population began to take the form of a distinctive middle class 
emerging based on book learning and focused on social services and government work (nursing, teaching, policing, 
clerical employment) and this pattern has been taken much further since. However, the move into skilled labour relevant 
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to industry has been hesitant and limited. The development of a skilled workforce has been stuttering outside the white, 
Indian and Coloured minorities and is only beginning to be widely recognised and attacked as a problem recently. 

As a result, unemployment ceased to be a feature primarily elevated during the down side of the business cycle and 
became a massive permanent structural fact in both country and town by 1994. This situation has gone through minor 
ups and downs since then which have reflected the business cycle but it has not substantially improved. This is a 
situation not specific to the Eastern Cape or its Metros but the Metros’ lack of economic dynamism does not place them 
in a positive comparative perspective nationally either. Less is written about business profitability and the success of 
productivity increase that in part emanates from hiring fewer workers. However the ability of businessmen to prosper 
with fewer workers or to find other lines of activity, very likely outside active production activities altogether, is also a 
factor to add. Here South Africa follows worldwide trends in global capitalism today.

It is finally worth noting that the post-1994 development of South Africa has become more geographically skewed. 
Gauteng is the logical centre of business services, finance and much of the mining enterprise of the interior provinces 
that constitute the heart of South Africa’s internationally tradable wealth. It is also the seat of the national capital. The 
urban centres of Gauteng, Johannesburg, Ekurhuleni and Pretoria are growing in size and attracting migrants from other 
parts of the country despite what are often harsh living conditions for poor people. Durban profits to a lesser extent as 
the nearest and most connected port city on the coast for this agglomeration. Cape Town, the third major urban centre, 
has found its own rhythm of growth based on tourism, agro-business and its appeal as a lifestyle centre for much of the 
middle class uncomfortable with the socio-political changes in the national mainstream. The Eastern Cape metros do not 
as yet substantially benefit from any local growth pattern, are far from the centres of activity and they suffer accordingly 
yet realistically they will have to depend to an important extent on locally generated factors for any real economic 
dynamism. Otherwise their place in the urban development order in the country is not likely to change. Many urban 
communities elsewhere in the country such as Bloemfontein and Pietermaritzburg also experience equivalent problems 
and struggle with the weakened forces of growth from the past. 

It might also be useful to summarise what are dominant government views on development at the moment and for the 
future both in terms of the National Development Plan and in terms of what is actually happening on the ground. If the 
emphasis on privatisation which was very strong after 1994 has diminished or disappeared, there continues to be a strong 
assumption that globalisation is here to stay, that South African business must think in terms of its international insertion 
and that exports are critical, including for manufactured goods. The state is mainly interested in supporting contemporary 
forms of public works and large-scale infrastructure, projects where BBBEE companies can find expertise and partnership 
with international firms or big South African oligopolies and new kinds of industries that seem internationally viable 
(alternative energy projects, agro-business, construction of ports, toll roads and perhaps railway material). To quote the 
2008 Buffalo City LED plan, ‘…an estimated 50% of South Africa’s future growth is dependent on its ability to position itself 
strategically on a global scale.’ (Buffalo City 2008) With reference to the Eastern Cape, a still relevant quote from former 
Finance MEC Billy Nel’s 2006/2007 budget speech still holds true to the perspective of the state: ‘Together with the auto 
industry, ASGISA[the economic policy adopted by the Mbeki government to replace GEAR which allowed a much bigger 
space for state intervention and put an end to privatisation], Coega and the East London IDZ will define the trajectory of 
sustainable economic growth and development of this province.’ (Cited in Ruiters 2011, 145) 

These trends will dominate much discussion below with impressive achievements that unfortunately are not well orientated 
to the needs of the low-skilled or unemployed. (see Cole, 2012, for an outline of infrastructure desiderata, Development 
Partners 2012) A general view of the economy of the two Metros is best begun with a comparative statistical assessment so 
far as the South African censuses under the new dispensation allow this.1  We start with overall population figures:

Overall Populations                                                  1996 2001 2011
Buffalo City Metro                                               685.727 704.855 0,6% 755.200 0,7%
Nelson Mandela Bay Metro                          969. 518 1.005.779 0,7% 1.152.115 1,4%
Eastern Cape                                               6.147,244 6.278,651 0,4% 6.562.053 0,4%
South Africa                                          40.585.568 44.819.797 1,0% 51.770.560 1,6%

The percentage figures represent annual increase rates. They reflect growth rates for the province which are substantially 
lower than the national rate, a differential which is accelerating. However, the Metro figures are better than the provincial 
figures and especially in the case of Nelson Mandela Bay Metro which approaches the national rate of population growth. 
The two Metros together thus hold a steadily increasing proportion of the provincial population, today almost 30%.
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The population figures for the under-10 population are shocking:

Population Under Ten Years of Age 1996 2001 2011
Buffalo City 131.143 119.031 143.191
Nelson Mandela Bay 176.530 165.182 208.127

These figures can be interpreted as indicating that the slow population growth of the Metros (and the province and 
indeed the country as a whole) has partly been to do with AIDS, particularly affecting children born with infected 
mothers. In the middle of the second intercensal period, antiretrovirals became so widely available, especially with 
regard to mother-to-child infection, that the impact of HIV has been very much less and, as a result, these figures, which 
include actual declines in the population of infants and small children for 1995-2001, largely black children but also 
coloured children to a lesser extent, can be expected to become more positive based on present trends. 

The striking feature of the white population is its decline now barely arrested:

White Population 1996 2001 2011
Buffalo City 70.469 59.208 58.258
Nelson Mandela 173.590 166.026 165.426
Eastern Cape 331.478 305.839 310.450

The pattern is somewhat different for the coloured population.

Coloured Population 1996 2001 2011
Buffalo City 38.295 40.022 45.442
Nelson Mandela 235.879 236.160 271.469
Eastern Cape 469.684 480.408 541.850

These figures are interesting to the economist because of the socio-economic implications. The coloured population 
increased very slowly in the late 1990s but has accelerated since then. Such growth as there was took place largely 
outside the Metros in the last years of the old millennium but the pattern has now switched and in particular, the coloured 
population of Port Elizabeth is growing at about the rate of the Metro generally. By contrast, the white population has 
been falling although this fall was notably steeper in the first years of the new government. It was particularly striking 
in Buffalo City. 

On the whole, by contrast to the Metros, the white numbers in the western parts of the province outside have increased. 
Kouga Municipality, which includes Humansdorp, by itself accounts for almost all this increase. There are significant 
implications because the white population is far in excess of the rest in terms of educational and income levels and the 
coloured population is intermediate between black and white in this regard (also in the impact of AIDS which is of little 
statistical significance it is so small among whites). White flight represents skills flight which needs to be addressed.

There is clearly substantial out-migration as a whole to other provinces, especially Gauteng and the Western Cape, from 
the Eastern Cape, estimated sometimes at two million Eastern Cape born inhabitants of other provinces although this 
figure is probably too high.2 The two provincial Metros only succeed in capturing a limited amount of rural out-migration. 
Such out-migration needs to be seen as in part inevitable and natural; the apartheid system did its best to pent black 
people into restricted rural space even while that space became progressively less rural and certainly less agricultural 
in character. National policy to facilitate better living conditions for newcomers to urban areas should be improved. The 
alternative is to trap many poor people in peripheral semi-urban slums and towns where they find few means of support 
of a productive kind. However it is an interesting comment on the growing national spatial disparities that this shift is 
barely to the advantage of the provincial Metros and especially Buffalo City which continues to grow very slowly.

The census reveals a number of other figures which give a matrix of socio-economic factors in the province. One, which 
reflects national trends, shows the rapidly increasing numbers of households which can also be taken as consumption 
units. The added figures represent the average size of household. The trend is towards declining birth rates and also 
declining family bonds as residential units disaggregate:
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Number of households 1996 2001 2011
Buffalo City 161.167 4,2 191.958 3.6 223.568 3.2
Nelson Mandela 225.667 4.2 260.799 3.8 324.922 3.4
Eastern Cape 1.303.287 4.6 1.481.640 4.2 1.687.385 3.7

This trend is very striking and actually is slightly slower in Nelson Mandela Bay. The likely cause is that it most affects the 
black population and NMB has a smaller black percentage in its population. However, household size is still somewhat lower 
on average in both Metros than in the province as a whole. Its implications for living standards and amenities are numerous.

The provision of services in South Africa is a very controversial subject, much fought over by proponents and opponents 
of state policy3 but the census nonetheless probably gives an overall sense of what is happening on the ground. Some of 
the relevant figures for comparative purposes over time and place are given below:

2001 2011
Households with refrigerators                      
Buffalo City 89.966 149.017
Nelson Mandela Bay 176.199 253.464                                
Eastern Cape Province 476.200 909.568
Households with television
Buffalo City 107.172 167.450
Nelson Mandela Bay 176.799 272.174
Eastern Cape Province 577.346 1.066.991
Households with computers
Buffalo City 12.271 43.605
Nelson Mandela Bay 30.810 85.187
Eastern Cape Province 60.065 200.064    
Households with cellphones
Buffalo City 59.385 193.051
Nelson Mandela Bay 82.672 277.157
Eastern Cape Province 317.980 1.381.209
Households using electricity for lighting
Buffalo City 120.843 180.914
Nelson Mandela Bay 195.619 293.432             
Eastern Cape Province 740.753 1.265.759
Households using electricity for cooking
Buffalo City 82.519 166.390
Nelson Mandela Bay 169.605 278.569
Eastern Cape Province 419.243 1.047.718
Households using electricity for heating
Buffalo City 68.423 91.939
Nelson Mandela Bay 155.140 176.599
Eastern Cape Province 353.776 527,265

These figures indicate a rapid increase in uptake of all these significant amenities. To sum up, only electricity applied to 
heating and computers are still not available in the majority of households and electric refrigerators are now available to 
the majority in Buffalo City where they were not in 2001. As of 2011, it was as a result estimated that 84% of households 
in Nelson Mandela Bay had televisions and 90% had electricity for lighting usage. The corresponding figures for Buffalo 
City were 75% and 81%. These now constitute large majorities of the total. However, it is also noteworthy that the 
biggest increases were actually in the province outside of the Metros. The overall provincial figures were 75% and 63% 
for 2011 and 2001. Of course this may not reflect the actual usage figures as households may have been disconnected 
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for non-service, service may have been interrupted for other reasons and there may be a choice to save on electric bills 
by not using electric power. If we compare with the least prevalent amenity, computer availability, the 2011 figures 
respectively for Nelson Mandela Bay, Buffalo City and the province as a whole by household are 26%, 19% and only 12%. 
For the Metros this means considerable residual minorities (although still it is important to stress, minorities) without 
basic amenities but differentials with rural areas, or at least small towns, while very noticeable are not massive and help 
explain the limited rural-urban migration within the province. The overall picture is one of rather rapid improvements 
but with a gap still present in availability of desirable and important amenities.

If we turn to education figures, which bear so directly on access to jobs and indeed desirable jobs in South Africa, the 
following figures are relevant:

Individuals with less than full primary school education but over 20 years of age:
1996 2001 2011

Buffalo City 107.722 110.604 84.564
Nelson Mandela 116.348 125.615 88.992
Eastern Cape Province 1.220.535 1.352.521 1.038.872

  
Those with Grade 12 and over:

1996 2001 2011
Buffalo City 92.567 132.522 193.325
Nelson Mandela 151.750 210.756 316.622
Eastern Cape Province 474.371 657.922 1.018.396 

    

Put another way, the percentage of the total population with little education (thus less than completed primary school 
and probably illiterate) in Buffalo City has at first (despite the very small population growth) remained virtually the same 
at about 15,7% between 1996 to 2001 but diminished (despite slight growth overall in the population) to 11,2% in 2011, a 
substantial improvement. The corresponding figures for Nelson Mandela Bay Metro were 12,0%, 12,5% (an actual increase) 
and 7,7% in 2011. For the province as a whole the pattern is similar: an actual increase from 19.9% to 21,5% and then 
a substantial decrease to 15,8% while population growth as a whole remained very low. If we look rather at those with 
a reasonable educational base in terms of years of schooling, the percentage by contrast has risen very regularly and 
increasingly. In the better performer, Nelson Mandela Bay Metro, it rose from 15,7% with at least Grade 12 in 1996 or 
Standard 10 to 21,0% in 2001 to 27,5% in 2011. In Buffalo City the increase was from 13,5% to 18,8% and 25,6%. In the 
province as a whole, the comparable figures have been 7,7%, 10,5% and 15,5%. These figures tell us that the two Metros 
have consistently higher educational performance levels for the adults compared to the province as a whole and that this is 
particularly true of Nelson Mandela Bay. It is also interesting that the rate of improvement here was quite poor in the 1990s 
but with substantially better results in the following decade. Today the ratio of the reasonably educated to the functionally 
uneducated is about 3:2 in the Province, 2:1 or better in Buffalo City and better than 3:1 in Nelson Mandela Bay. Of course 
the record could be better but it at least shows marked quantitative improvement. The challenge increasingly is qualitative.  

Finally let us look directly at key economic indicators in terms of basic welfare.

The most negative feature of all is certainly the scale of unemployment. Unemployment is massive and probably rising 
absolutely and proportionately.4 (Edwards 2011) Here again figures are very controversial and using the municipal 
census figures is probably most useful in terms of comparative figures. No attempt is made here to consider the way 
unemployment is calculated therefore. 

Unemployment figures 1996 2001 2011
Buffalo City 39,0% 53,2% 34,8%
Nelson Mandela Bay 36,3% 46,4% 36,6%
Eastern Cape Province 48,2% 54,3% 37,5%
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5 In fact, if some Metros have somewhat better records here, others are even worse. (Buffalo City 2008)  Msunduzi is the Metro with the lowest incomes and the highest unemployment. Of course many 
small towns are in worse shape.

6 For far lower figures probably based on the 2001 census and a sobering conspectus of poverty in most rural parts of the Eastern Cape, see Edwards, 2011.

Obviously the striking point is the very high figures even by national standards which are so poor in and of themselves.5 

Some of the huge increases registered in 1996-2001 may reflect both the declining availability of government jobs with 
the shutting down of Bantustan administrations and the loss of industrial jobs and, to some extent, agricultural jobs. It 
is hard to explain the very much better figures of 2011 by any process with which we are familiar although increase in 
state employment may have been important. Shifts in counting or categorisation must be part of the explanation; the 
urban areas appear more consistent. It is rather easier to see the overall figures as coming down slowly over fifteen years 
as plausible, most likely with a substantial improvement in the middle 2000s followed by further declines. One might 
compare the Metros with three best and worst unemployment figures for municipalities in the Eastern Cape:

Lowest and Highest Eastern Cape Unemployment figures 1996 2001 2011
Kou-Kamma 9,2% 18,3% 15,0%
Sundays River Valley 32,0% 34,2% 15.1%
Ikwezi 28,6% 41,2% 18,0%
Ngqushwa 70,5% 78,0% 53,1%
Ngquza Hill 71,6% 65,8% 51,9%
Ntabankulu 79,0% 74,9% 50,9%

The three best performers are all largely rural areas in the western part of the Province. They have substantial numbers of 
farming jobs. Of the three worst performers, two are in the eastern part of the old Transkei and the third includes some 
of the old Ciskei but stretches into the former Border part of the old Cape Province and includes Peddie and the coastal 
town of Hamburg. If we compare these figures to the two Metros, we can see that the Metro unemployment figures 
lie very much between the extremes in rural areas and it becomes comprehensible again as to why urban growth has 
been only moderate, especially since the availability of basic amenities has increased much faster outside the Metros, 
lessening the gap although it is still very significant.

Turning away from the very sobering unemployment figures, important as they are, it is also important to consider the 
somewhat contrasting figures for income that official counts have made available. According to the municipal census 
results, average household income is as follows:

2001 2011
Buffalo City R39917 R97554
Nelson Mandela Bay R53904 R105602
Best Three Eastern Cape Municipalities
Makana R43521 R89994
Kouga R50768 R88429
Camdeboo R38142 R85250
Worst Three Eastern Cape Municipalities
Intsika Yethu R19345 R30822
Port St. Johns R20560 R30997
Emahlaleni R14159 R31606

Amongst the better-off territories, Makana is the home district of Grahamstown while Graaff Reinet belongs to Camdeboo. 
Amongst the three worst off, two are part of the former Transkei nearer the Drakensberg, while Port St. Johns, also in the 
old Transkei, includes a stretch of coast. These figures should not be read too closely; they fail to take inflation into account 
as well as other factors but they indicate that the Metros do offer higher average household incomes than any other 
municipalities in the Eastern Cape and of an order of more than triple the average household incomes of the poorest areas 
with the differential generally growing.6 This is a much steeper differential than when measuring unemployment figures. 
Given that urban life tends to be more expensive, the difference with the better-off parts of the old eastern Cape is not 
so substantial but the difference with the ex-Bantustan areas is dramatic. Despite high unemployment, the Metros offer 
far more chance of better incomes than they do. The rapid increase in average household income in Buffalo City, which of 
course includes the largest number of government employees, is notable particularly. 



Nelson Mandela Bay and Buffalo City Metros: An Assessment of the Economic Development of the Eastern Cape Metros Since 1994 and Their Prospects

13
7 State of the Cities Network. Official Website.

The two Eastern Cape metros play a significant but modest share in the national economy. Measured shortly into the 
present dispensation, the Gross Value Added figures as percentages of the national total were in order:

Three Gauteng Metros 34,0%
Johannesburg 17,6%
Cape Town 12,7%
Ethekwini (Durban) 10,0%
Tshwane (Pretoria) 9,0%
Ekurhuleni (East Rand) 7,4%
Nelson Mandela Bay 3,0%
Buffalo City 1,2%

 
The Eastern Cape Metros are unlikely to have increased their share since. (Buffalo City 2008) Indeed it seems as though 
particularly Nelson Mandela Bay’s GVP growth is especially slow compared to the country or to other Metros. (ECDWGP 
2013) It is instructive also to compare GDP per capita, a different kind of measurement by individual for our two Metros 
with the other Metros in South Africa as of 2010 according to the State of the Cities network data and in order.7

Johannesburg R108094
Tshwane (Pretoria) R98688
Ethekwini (Durban) R77893
Cape Town R76932
Nelson Mandela Bay R72861
Buffalo City R59673
Ekurhuleni (East Rand) R53819
Mangaung (Bloemfontein) R51648
Msunduzi (Pietermaritzburg) R38493

This index tells us that our Metros are not exactly South Africa’s Cinderella cities. Indeed they rank around the middle 
amongst the big centres and Buffalo City’s rank is higher than people might imagine in particular. In brief, East London 
and Port Elizabeth are centres of consumption and concentrations of public employment that make them better off than 
any significant comparable section of the Province and about average compared to other South African cities. 

This contrasts both with somewhat gloomy accounts, notably official accounts, of the state of the two Metros and also 
with the clearly very high unemployment rates the two experience, considerably higher than the best-placed big cities. 
The Province however has the lowest per capita income in South Africa taken as a whole. (Edwards 2011)
       
East London, as several interviewees noted, has become a city heavily dependent, other than the car industry, on 
government services and commerce, including servicing those receiving public grants. (Interviews 2, 12) The Metro 
includes the provincial capital of Bhisho, formerly the Ciskei seat of government. Relatively few workers choose to live 
in Bhisho and a large number commute by preference to the suburbs of East London more than an hour’s drive away.  
The Buffalo City Metro, due to the past history of the Bantustans, has an unusual collection of sub-sections which 
differ markedly from one another. East London itself contains the mix of once racially-defined communities typical of 
apartheid South Africa. However beyond that are the decayed or dead industrial complexes of Berlin and Dimbaza, the 
declining small city of King William’s Town (Interview 12) with a small and diminishing white minority, the once model 
apartheid dormitory township of Mdantsane and the even older pre-National Party rule planned industrial residential 
township of Zwelitsha, not to speak of the onetime Ciskei administrative seat of Bhisho. (Interview 6) 

East London’s per capita income is not particularly low for a South African city and it has a reputation for expensive housing 
that is in demand. The large Hemingways shopping mall which one reaches from Bhisho as one enters East London proper 
just off the N2 is easily comparable to equivalents in South Africa’s biggest cities and placed to trap the many affluent 
commuters. It boasts 220 tenants. The construction industry is big and a major source of accumulation. (Interview 6)
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8 For the apartheid spatial inheritance of Port Elizabeth, see Christopher, 1987.
9 The situation in the Soweto of Buffalo City, Mdantsane, was not so bad. Here employment over these years fell by about 4%.

By contrast, Port Elizabeth follows a more predictable pattern: an old centre city with surrounding neighborhoods dating 
back to the 19th century, some of them quite handsome, a more distant suburbia stretching west and north, a succession 
of black townships to the east, with urban structures differentiated in terms of when they were constructed where one 
eventually attains Motherwell, the huge poor area where most new migrants arrive, the largest in population and the 
hardest to stabilise socially.8 (Interview 4) Here from 1985 squatters were tolerated and they began to tear down the bush. 
In between black and white are extensive coloured neighbourhoods with a growing mix of Coloured and African in certain 
spaces. Beyond lie industrial Despatch and then Uitenhage, an old urban community going back to Dutch times, now the 
home of Volkswagen South Africa, the key automobile producing operation. However, the further hinterland is both far 
more thinly peopled than in East London and the per capita income of the closer rural areas around considerably higher.

A statistical comparison of employment in the two Metros highlights some of these similarities and differences. Note the 
dependence within manufacturing of the automotive sector in both cases, the larger weight of this in Port Elizabeth and 
the comparatively larger weight of government employment in East London:

Percentages of formal employment by sector from figures published in 2012 (Development Partners 2012)

Nelson Mandela Bay Buffalo City
Manufacturing 22,55% 13,12%
Transport equipment 9,92% 4,18%
Metals and machinery 3,15% 1,78%
Trade 15,18% 15,11%
Finance 17,44% 16,44%
Services 30,15% 39,29%
Government 16,38% 22,97%

For Buffalo City, figures for employed individuals are telling:

1995 2000 2009
Manufacturing 39.801 33.687 29.801
Construction 10.042 6.850 6.489
Trade 18.526 21.067 24.869 
Finance/business services 14.272 19.945 29.646
Government and social services 114.062 106.786 99.942

The two Metros face two challenges which have not really been significantly mitigated, let alone disappeared. The first 
is the continued strength of the boundaries that were firmed up or created under apartheid dividing the population by 
race. In East London, the weight of the old Bantustan system which involved much grander racial partition, remains very 
striking. (Interview 12) It is hard to imagine a very successful development strategy for East London in defiance of the 
continued existence of massively peopled poor areas on its doorstep with little productive activity. In fact, a peculiar 
fact about the Buffalo City Metro is that the negative employment growth figures are a balance between consistent 
slow growth in employment in East London (where finance and commerce profit off the expansion of social grants in 
the busiest commercial areas such as the heart of the CBD) and more dramatic decline in other parts of the Metro. 
Between 1995 and 2004, employment in King William’s Town halved and, outside the three major centres, it fell by 1/3, 
drastic declines.9 More broadly, the Bantustan hinterland is so impoverished that many districts have a higher household 
disposable income than the divided share of the economy measured as gross national product! (ECDWGR 2013)In other 
words, people live off social grants and remittances and society over a large territory is characterised by an extreme form 
of economic dependence.

The second challenge is the failure of the ANC to turn around the authoritarian and finally much resisted relationship 
of state and governed before 1994 in the case of township dwellers. This is not merely the question of specific delivery 
challenges and inefficiencies but the obvious absence of a system where citizens can feel that their voice is heard and 
their complaints concerning daily life receive systematic and comprehensible response. Despite the institution of RDP 
houses and the spread of water reticulation and electric systems, the sense of alienation and deprivation in the townships 
is strong and the lack of connection between government and population which is essential for generalising prosperity 
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is striking according to informed observers. (Bank 2011) It is partly the effect of mass unemployment but remains also 
a deep unresolved political issue. How to create a different vibe and a different sense of progress in townships remains 
the biggest urban challenge of all. 

The following short sections represent a collection of comments, often based on my interviews, that represent what seemed 
to me to be the most important economic issues that emerged, notably in interviews with key resident commentators. They 
allow for some tentative conclusions around the economic development of the Eastern Cape and specifically the Buffalo 
City and Nelson Mandela Bay Metros. However before starting this overview, a theoretical section points to models for 
assessing the range of urban economic processes.

Developmental States and Industrial Districts

An important literature exists whose existence is at least implicit in this paper concerning the developmental state. 
This literature emerged in contention with the dominant orthodoxy of the 1980s and 1990s which strongly pursued the 
object of pushing state intervention out of economic activities apart from regulatory and defence functions especially in 
‘developing’ countries.10 This orthodoxy flowed through the policy injunctions of the International Financial Institutions 
and the aid industry in general aimed at countries that were poor and indebted had little choice but to follow these 
prescriptions. In South Africa, political and economic pressure aimed at privatisation and opening up the economy to 
freer trade arrangements and less protection. This pressure intensified in the 1980s where it met some success and after 
1994 the floodgates were opened. 

By contrast, and using a few East Asian countries as successful models (first Japan reviving its economy after the war and 
then Singapore, Hong Kong but especially Taiwan and Korea, the ‘little tigers’), the developmental state school insisted on 
the role of the state in contemporary developmental success as a nurturing, enabling but quite active agent of rapid growth 
within capitalist accumulation trajectories. This school rested on the earlier emphasis among modernisation development 
theorists of the previous generation on ‘late developers’ catching up and the imperatives which they needed to pursue. The 
principal features of the developmental state, to generalise, were the central importance of state-business cooperation, the 
interpenetration of elites between business, government and politics, the ability of the state when necessary to discipline 
and direct capital, the willingness to defy economic orthodoxy and go out on a limb with interventions that were at best 
risky according to the common wisdom of international experts and the effective use of state agencies such as the Ministry 
of International Trade and Industry in Japan, to transcend bureaucratic blockages and corrupt practices.

Developmentalism worked dramatically well in certain instances powered by fear of foreign intervention and an often 
aggressive nationalist feeling. However, the successful developmental states, while not losing an orientation to national 
development, have all embodied very successful export strategies and an international outlook vis-à-vis economic 
development. It has to be said that the individual states, when observed this way, differed too considerably in their tactics 
to simply present working models of state-capital integration and they were hardly models of either democracy or equity 
necessarily. Nor was it clear that the policies observed were able to last indefinitely or constitute national models over very 
long time periods.

A different kind of literature emerged simultaneously. While some developmental state literature has turned to the provincial 
level of governance (for instance looking at particular states in federal India), there is also a local development focus which 
makes somewhat similar kinds of points. A notable example from the 1990s is assocated with the work of Michael Piore 
and Charles Sabel who took up Roberto Bagnasco’s discovery of the so-called Third Italy. (Piore and Sabel 1984) This couple 
of writers celebrated the success of small Italian cities where, once again, there was a close and cooperative relationship 
between manufacturers and [local] government but also workers, usually employed in smaller enterprises and relatively 
skilled. These people all shared a common cultural heritage and a commitment to the rather homogeneous community 
in which they lived. Industry focussed on particular specialties and thrived on the basis of high levels of skill but especially 
commercial knowledge. Firms cooperated as well as competed in crucial areas and had a glowing reputation in specialised 
areas of food and clothing production as well as other products such as tiling and luxury vehicles. This model raises many 
questions about its sustainability and its importation to other settings. The advantages of such industries and communities 
are inevitably built up over long periods of time. In Italy, success has tended to breed mergers into larger firms with far 
more unequal labour relations and a growing dependence on cheap immigrant labour. Finally, inevitably there has to be a 
strong possibility of local government being able to function in a distinctive way rather than just as an agent of the national 
structures. It builds to some extent on the older model of Marshall concerning what he called industrial districts. One 
adaptation in this tradition, associated with the American business analyst Michael Porter, emphasised the importance of 
the clustering of related industries within a spatially definable economic sector. This lent advantage to the participatory 
firms which could lean on one another when need be for adjunct services and products.
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These models are useful ones as benchmarks for the South African scene but applications reveal key differences between 
South Africa and the models selected. At the national level, while business-political cooperation was undoubtedly critical 
in the constitutional settlement of 1994, it cannot be said to be easy; the terms for cooperation gave business a large 
measure of autonomy from any national directive. As one interviewee from business pointed out, very few industrialists in 
the Eastern Cape, as nationally, are black and identify strongly with the largely black-manned current government; this is 
the inheritance of past racial policies. (Interview 16) It is politically easiest for government to focus on negotiating with the 
big private sector or SOE players or who have black empowerment partner companies and can afford to pay higher wages.

The provincial and Metro regimes certainly are believed to be rife with corruption to the neglect of developmental 
issues. ‘Lack of confidence in city government is a problem for both Port Elizabeth and East London.’ (Leslie Bank in 
The Daily Dispatch, July 27 2013) The 2006 Pillay Commission, the most damning source on provincial corruption, was 
kept under seal after the fall of Premier Balindlela and the collapse of her political faction in tandem with the end of 
the Mbeki presidency. (Interview 12) The state’s financial clout is limited and privatisation and foreign buyouts of key 
South African companies, including parastatals, have made national planning more indicative than purposive. The South 
African government has so far not created overriding bodies that can efficiently deliver development.

The National Planning Commission which has recently been a centre of attention has consisted of many stakeholders 
and participants with different visions and emphases. An example of the problems exhibited institutionally came from 
the difficulties that the Coega Development Corporation has experienced with the transport parastatals, notably Portnet 
over the port facilities in Port Elizabeth. The national government takes the view, just as did its predecessor, that the 
ports are for the most part none of the business of the local state. Eskom, a critical player as to power and energy, is an 
even stronger and more difficult to challenge institutional source of strength. The CDC is not well-integrated with the 
Industrial Development Corporation (IDC) which is often a key source in the funding of its tenants. (Interview 11) The 
constraints on integration are felt particularly acutely with regard to finance and the CDC cannot borrow from, say, the 
IDC, the South African Development Bank or commercially as it would like. (Interview 7) To the extent that the state does 
intervene in bringing economic policy to a head with a major thrust, so far it has not shown much imagination or taken 
risks that have paid off particularly well. Again Coega is a good example here.

The Metro governments in South Africa generally have not been in and of themselves engines of growth. (Todes 2013) 
In the Eastern Cape, I have been struck by the significance rather of provincial intervention which at times has made 
a significant difference. A good recent example outside the Metros is the investment in power and water supply as 
well as other assistance that has kept the venerable firm of Ouma Rusks in the small town of Molteno.11  The provincial 
Department of Economic Development and Environmental Affairs particularly is clearly actively involved in interventions 
appropriate to its budgetary limits in this respect.

The Metro governments themselves got a less positive if uneven verdict in a variety of interviews.12 (Interview 8, 
Jonas 2013, Buffalo City 2008) It is clear that generally speaking, they are incapable of generating major economic or 
developmental initiatives thus far. They have the brief constitutionally but are inevitably driven by political considerations 
concerned with advantage to particular parties and factions and contain limited developmental agency. For instance, a 
recent major consultancy report on the Nelson Mandela Bay Metro pointed out that ‘it is important to note that planning 
at all levels in the Metro is hindered by an absence of current and reliable data.’ (Development Partners, 2012, 68) An 
emerging problem comes from the growing tendency to charge businesses substantially more for services, particularly 
electricity, which is not subsidised nationally as in the case of certain mega-facilities and operations. This has the danger 
of killing the geese that lay the local eggs although in part it simply reflects generally steeply rising energy costs.13 

(Interview 15, Interview 19) However local governments have generally been able to respond to strong imperatives in a 
facilitative direction.14 The elements of structural  integration between the Buffalo City IDZ and the Metro government 
seems to be a good example here and at least one interviewee expressed the view that governance there is improving 
just as one interviewee suggested by contrast a significant falling off in NMB. (Interviews 7, 15) Here factional disputes 
in 2013 seem to have put paid to a tentative effort at a cleaner and more directive local government for the moment.

It is also correct to signal the growing developmental impetus in central government. The ‘GEAR is an order’ phase of 
Mandela’s administration extending further into the Mbeki years is certainly over. Privatisation is no longer on the cards 
and state intervention in various respects far more acceptable and widespread. I have been impressed from interviews 
for instance at the growing competence and involvement of the IDC (a parallel would be the CSIR) in many particular 
projects. These are institutions with an historic base in the era of rapid industrialisation of the past which are being 
rejuvenated in a complex international climate.

11 Perhaps one should mention that this R46m. investment was described on the Moneyweb website as ‘defying all economic logic’. This profitable firm was intending to move to Randfontein on the 
West Rand, Gauteng.

12 Jonas (2013) points out that national government are instituting new programmes specifically to improve developmental governance in the two Eastern Cape Metros.
13 For instance, high municipal electricity costs were a major reason for the closing of the Da Gama plant in East London several years ago. In East London, the municipality rather than ESKOM provides 

the power, Interview 17.
14 According to a poll of Buffalo City businessmen, the most basic requirements are security, electricity, telecommunications connectivity and water services, Buffalo City 2008.
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A recent conference paper I have been able to access has surveyed the history of spatially targeted development in 
South Africa. (Todes 2013) Alison Todes has suggested that there is a long, rich history to such targeting which inevitably 
combines the national developmental approach to the localised approach of writers such as Porter, Piore and Sabel. In 
South Africa, this kind of policy initiative has at times been successful but has experienced repeated failures as well.  
She points, for instance, to the importance of institutional efficacy and the willingness of policy makers to hold out for 
long periods of incubation in development programmes. Perhaps most to the point from the perspective in this paper, 
she stresses two areas where projects are apt to fail or at least to fall far short of expectation: over-expectations of the 
impact of infrastructure (something relatively easy to government to deliver when it is willing and able) and initiatives 
that run against the needs and interests of the market. Both will be relevant to discussion below.

Key South African institutions still lack a co-ordinated strategy and there are inevitably multiple demands on their 
resources. The Eastern Cape Metros for various reasons are not likely to be ignored or neglected in various relevant 
pleas for assistance but they are never going to receive more than a fraction of what they will call for.

Secondary Industry

There is little reason to go into much depth on the importance of secondary industry for employment and development 
in cities from what the relevant literature and interviews reveal. There is wide recognition here and if anything too little 
acknowledgement of the limitations on possibilities. Secondary industry, especially given the linkages it can generate 
and if it embeds an array of substantial human skill, is still a key to modern economic activity. This is certainly the focus of 
the ideas of the relevant MEC, Uitenhage-born Mcebisi Jonas. (Interview 8) Services and commerce that depend on and 
are integrated with industrial production are themselves to be differentiated from services and commerce that lack this 
aspect to a significant extent. It is true that some cities, for instance with a large tourist appeal or which serve as centres 
of government or even simply service centres, cannot be expected to have much of an industrial base.

In East London and Port Elizabeth, secondary industry has been very important to the local economy. The current picture 
painted with one major exception, automobiles that will be discussed below was not a cheerful one. The relative hopes 
expressed in one major report prepared a decade ago that at least the post-1994 decline of industry had largely stopped, 
have been dashed. (Roberts 2002) Instead, after a phase of consolidation when the national economy grew somewhat, 
the international crisis of 2008, whose ramifications have still not played themselves out, led to further losses and a 
pull-out of important companies.

The non-auto industries generally have been characterised by low skills, low wages and lack of capital stock (but relatively 
strong in numbers of workers). (Roberts 2002, Buffalo City 2008) The most dramatic example lies in clothing and textiles. 
For instance, whereas leather seating was a significant part of what South Africa contributed to the auto exporters, this 
has become less competitive and less significant. A small number of firms in clothing and textiles survive, one of which, 
situated in downtown East London, and connects unusually successfully to state institutions. (Interview 9) However they 
have tended to retreat into the limited if profitable market of high quality goods aimed at the chain stores that sell to the 
South African middle class.15  As plant and equipment age, they struggle to find funds for new investment. (Interview 19)
They do not export apart from the wool industry. In addition, they can hardly be said to constitute an effective cluster à 
la Porter. (Interview 19) Their premises are scattered and they do not take advantage of any potential synergies.

The metal goods industries with no links to automobile assembly have no real reason to be in the Eastern Cape outside of 
their history; difficulties they have encountered especially since 2008, appear to demand subsidisation, particularly given 
a labour force which if unionised must be paid at the same rate as workers in Gauteng. (Interview 15) In Uitenhage, Scaw 
– in which Anglos recently divested its once dominant interest- and Dorbyl – once a key player in the arms industry – have 
closed their factories in the last couple of years. (Interview 8) Of course these were branch plants of national firms. The 
days when metal parts for the railways were manufactured in East London are long gone. The lack of effective organisation 
representing such companies contrasts markedly with the big national structures such as SEIFSA or the Afrikaanse Handels 
Instituut, organised historically on a quite different and, at least at times, far more effective national basis, not to speak of 
the situation so typical in industry where two or three big players call the shots for the entire country.

The odds against a dramatic revival of secondary industry without the industrial protection that was so important in 
the past and without large markets in neighbouring countries (Africa is still the part of the world where South African 
manufactured goods show a significant positive balance of payments) are considerable. We must compete against the 
countries which produce high-quality industrial goods based on good rates of R&D (research and development) such 
as Sweden or Germany, countries with drastically better educational and skill creation facilities than ours, or against 
countries which take the bottom feeder route and are particularly strong in textiles and clothing where wages form such 

15 In the case mentioned, the major retail firm actually wanted to buy a share of the textile/clothing producer directly.
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16 ‘This is what most countries do with their illiterate workforce’, Interview 19. Debby Bonnin in an interview pondered whether or not it was at all practicable to pursue the rainbow of a revived 
integrated textile and clothing industry in South Africa, Interview 18. The know-how and skills have largely disappeared and textile machinery is a major expense.

17 It is true that most vertically integrated textile production outside of Da Gama developed under private ownership in Natal and, just as Frame came to the Eastern Cape, Da Gama also did some 
manufacturing in Durban.

a high proportion of overall costs such as Bangladesh or Pakistan.16 China, increasingly the contemporary ‘workshop of 
the world’, has a particularly favourable mix of the two features, of course, and with a government that knows how to 
provide the framework for profitable production.

In the Smuts era and then afterwards when border industries became a priority, the Eastern Cape was the site of an 
important textile industry. Da Gama in King William’s Town was a major state intervention, a parastatal envisioned in the 
middle 1940s for which Zwelitsha was laid out as a working class town.17 It now limps along due to substantial subsidies 
at a loss. Once employing 9000 workers, only 600 are left. It has abandoned textile design but still does employ apparel 
designers. (Bonnin 2011, 210) Tramatex is the chief survivor at the former Ciskei industrial node of Fort Jackson outside 
Mdantsane. (Interview 6) The textile giant, Frame, mainly operative in Natal and very attuned to the border industry 
strategy, also employed thousands of workers in the Eastern Cape.

Privatised, mismanaged and unable to access state support sufficient to turn the tide, this industry has  gone belly-up for 
the most part. Today, ‘from large vertically integrated firms, we now have a landscape of smaller and more specialised 
companies.’ (Bonnin, 2011, 195) The only larger logic in this sector exists in the dominant influence of the big retailers. 
(Bonnin 2013, Interview 19) Apparently productive mills outsource to Asia while the retailers try to employ the designers 
themselves, rending big holes at either end of structural integration. It is certainly arguable that Eastern Cape lobbyists 
should go for a strategy that would build it up again in the Metros. An integrated strategy of raw materials production, 
textile production aimed at clothing and other outlets, links to retailers, designers and to international markets requiring 
determination and expertise structured around key incentives would be required. (Interview 6)

One relative strength lies in the continuing presence of a wool industry in Port Elizabeth. This historically significant industry 
is based on South African raw material (it produces all finished product from national sources), it does export and all 
national exports flow out of Port Elizabeth where the organised industry is situated and potentially can profit from the 
growing attraction of natural fibres. It is unclear to what extent it can be expanded, developed further and acquire more 
synergies with other industrial activities in clothing/textiles and more generally. One recent ECSECC report suggested that 
while several problems make expansion difficult, probably the most important is the insufficiency of raw product. One 
could add the dominance of retail purchasers in price setting, the impact of land reform talk on sheep farm owners and the 
tendency to convert to lucrative game farming. (Grinker 2011) If one is simply thinking of pumping national resources into 
particular firms outside clusters in isolation, one has to ponder the costs incurred through distance quite seriously.

Food related industrial production is also of considerable importance. What this branch of the economy has in common 
is its inevitable dependence on locally sourced products. Port Elizabeth certainly continues to take advantage of the citrus 
fruit and dairy production in the Langkloof, the irrigated Sundays River Valley, the vicinity of Port Alfred in the old Albany 
District and the Humansdorp area, all within the former defined white-owned land space of the Eastern Cape. Sovereign 
Foods is the country’s fourth largest poultry industry producer, once a family firm, focused in the NMBM in Uitenhage.

Aligned in some respects are other tradeable products from the land. Timber (as well as coal) continues to reach East 
London by rail. Realising more of the agricultural potential of the province depends on better transport links to some 
extent but also to a major intervention both to encourage and support substantial commercial agriculture (no doubt 
including livestock) through necessary subsidisation, security and other provisions, something that is unfortunately not 
easy to endorse for an ANC government for obvious historic reasons.

It would be absolutely essential to shift from racialised so-called land reform as public official policy towards focussing 
on developing the former Ciskei and Transkei. Here despite the shrill political calls for racial land transfers, the real 
problems lie in socio-political organisation and substantially underused land. This is especially dramatic in the eastern 
part of the province which has many genuinely very well-watered and fertile corners going begging. The dairy production 
in Coega, while mostly reliant on white-owned farms, is beginning to source milk from some larger cattle-owners in the 
old Transkei and there are plans to develop this much further, shifting milk production closer to production sites and 
focussing on cheese and butter manufacture. Another part of food production that has begun to develop on a small scale 
which could expand is pisciculture. As fish consumption will increasingly depend on fish raised commercially rather than 
harvested from the sea, fish cultivation in the Metros by the sea is a natural. This has already commenced in the East 
London IDZ and can certainly expand substantially.
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18 If one compares the data for 2000 and 2011 as autos recovered, one finds that while Eastern Cape exports of vehicles increased in value from R4832m. to R12253m., export of machinery from 
R2232m. to R19786m.—this being largely catalytic converters-- exports of tyres grew more modestly in value from R595m. to R1028m. By contrast exports of clothing and textiles fell from R343m. 
to R4m., furniture from R407m. to R36m. thus both virtually disappearing below the radar. The one exception here was wool whose value rose from R1008m. to R2896m thus more or less keeping 
pace with vehicle exports. Hides and leather stagnated, growing from R752m. to R831m., essentially a decreasing share of the motor package. The increases also fit the picture in this report: fish 
and mollusc exports went up from R176m. to R340m. while fresh fruit rose from R22m. to R858m. and now far exceeds the export of processed, e.g. tinned, fruit, ECDWGR 2013.

19 This at least is what I learnt in East London. However, more recent policy following the mid-year strikes has cancelled this promising development out. Indeed “South Africa is becoming less globally 
competitive in terms of wages, energy cost, water cost. All of those things are making South Africa a less attractive destination for foreign investment,” according to a recent bulletin quoting a 
Mercedes executive.

A tentative conclusion is that while a strategy for reviving secondary industry is essential, it will only get a provincial 
or urban focus (and the former is necessary for some purposes) with suitable agency and direction from a local base. 
This means taking further, integrating and honing existing interventions on the part of the state. However, and it is an 
important cavil, it would be unrealistic and hopeless to assume that secondary industry is going to employ directly a 
large percentage of those who need jobs, especially at the unskilled level. It will inevitably face cost pressures to remain 
competitive (something which would not change to the extent one is talking about state-owned initiatives; it is not the 
‘fault’ of greedy private sector businessmen necessarily). It is functioning in a world where the job opportunities are 
tending to shift to the more skilled and to service provision; manufacturing in most countries hires declining number of 
workers even when it thrives. Moreover the picture in the international economy as of 2013 is hardly very propitious for 
rapid growth particularly through industrial development.
 

Automobiles
The one bright light in the industrial firmament of East London and Port Elizabeth is the automobile industry.  In a 
report done in 2002, Simon Roberts reported that: ‘…if one aggregates motor vehicles, components, rubber products 
and leather products, together then the broad auto sector accounts for at least 45% of manufacturing value-added in the 
province and around 28% of employment. Its significance has undoubtedly grown since these data for 1996. Moreover, 
in sectors such as textiles, plastics and electrical machinery significant proportions of output are for supply to the auto 
sector.’ (Roberts 2002). 

In the 2008 and 2009 calculations of export by province, vehicles alone counted for just under 50% and if one adds 
machinery and metals, rubber and electric machinery, the figure reaches approximately 80%.18 The disastrous downturn 
in Western economies led to total exports in value falling temporarily by 1/3, a situation which has fortunately been to 
some extent reversed since. (Development Partners, 2012, 49)

By 1990, East London was the settled home of Mercedes Benz which provided luxury cars to the local market par excellence 
(it arrived in the late 1950s) and Port Elizabeth produced General Motors and Volkswagen automobiles, Volkswagen vying 
with Toyota as one of the two most successful and popular makes of car in South Africa, although Ford had moved most 
operations to the edge of the Witwatersrand. Government pressure had pushed up the local content requirement for cars 
assembled in South Africa and a host of component firms (tyres, glass, etc.) had themselves been established.

Even before the change in government, the National Economic Forum had hammered out new strategies (the Motor 
Industry Development Programme) which saved the industry where others have fallen into such severe decline. Automobile 
manufacture is subsidised at a far greater scale than other forms of secondary industry at present. (Interview 15)

A principal shift has been the increasing emphasis on export. (Desai 2011) Already by 2000, automobiles were by far the 
largest export from the Eastern Cape. (Roberts 2002) This has enabled volumes to increase substantially and for cars to 
become a major (really our one major) industrial export apart from steel. Simon Roberts points out that ‘[the MIDP] has 
encouraged production of high value components (catalytic converters and seat leather) rather than broader production 
capabilities.’ (Roberts 2002) Recently, policy shifts have taken place creating the Automotive Production and Development 
Programme which are intended to reduce the reliance on a single product based on local deposits, the platinum catalytic 
converters, and to boost local content production again but are not universally expected to work effectively.

The motor vehicle industry is very important at the core of a complex of economic activities such as construction, transport 
and private consumption but it also brings to bear a whole range of industrial accompaniments in the form of the 
components facilities. The emphasis on exports as opposed to the local market has benefitted the Eastern Cape industries 
very substantially. Coastal location makes of course for equal convenience in terms of imported parts. Daimler Chrysler 
(which embraces Mercedes) has been authorised to construct a major new model recently which will result in temporary 
lay-offs, substantial retraining of skilled workers and, eventually, increased employment estimated at 600-800 workers 
in East London.19 (Interview 6) Volkswagen uses a Chinese company, FAW, to manufacture its vehicles in China and has 
undoubtedly played a role in convincing FAW, together with attention from President Zuma and a national delegation to 
Beijing, to start manufacture in Coega which will commence in December 2013. So this is really a very positive story.



Nelson Mandela Bay and Buffalo City Metros: An Assessment of the Economic Development of the Eastern Cape Metros Since 1994 and Their Prospects

20

20 It was suggested to me that it is not an accident that former Eastern Cape premier Stofile is now ambassador to Germany. 
21 Grinker 2011. The subsidy is in the vicinity of R16-17b. currently.
22 Mercedes aims at Six Sigma standards devised initially by General Electric which promote lean production and just-in-time methods as efficiency devices to raise productivity, Interview 15.

However one needs also to point to some limits of the automobile model. First of all, many commentators are anxious 
about dependence that increasingly is so apparent on this one industry for both Port Elizabeth and East London and, 
in the latter case, just one manufacturer. Secondly, the automobile industry and even components factories, advance 
through mechanisation and robotisation and their expansion has only to a limited extent been accompanied by increased 
employment. This particularly is relevant to the army of the unskilled. Between 1995 and 2009, in a substantially reduced 
manufacturing workforce, the automobile and machine/metals sectors in East London increased slightly while the more 
labour-intensive food/tobacco/beverage and clothing/textile sectors which have continued to be so much more labour-
intensive, decreased drastically. As a result, the former, embracing 30,4% of the manufacturing workforce in 1995  rose 
to 44.6% in 2009 while the total number of workers fell by 1/3. The latter decreased from 44.6% of the total to only 
18,6%, a decline of approximately ½. (Cole 2012) Third, this is an industry that is fundamentally dependent on favourable 
state legislation.  

An informed German consultant who works extensively with Daimler-Chrysler saw the context of operations in East 
London as follows (Interview l) its excellent location near the port and airport and now the IDZ, 2) various forms of state 
subsidisation, assistance and cooperation – Daimler-Chrysler seems to get what it needs in basic infrastructure from the 
Metro, whatever its limitations’ and 3) the AGOA deal with the United States which allows South African imports to enter at 
much better rates than German imports. This is a deal which depends on US congressional approval and renewal. Intended 
to benefit African manufacture in general, it has disproportionately helped South Africa and DC has been a particularly 
important beneficiary. In 1991, Mercedes bought out its South African partners and commenced a strategy based on overall 
German-based strategic thinking.20 (Lorentzen 2006, Interview 2) The decisions concerning car manufacture are taken in 
Germany and in line with German strategies. Indeed Mercedes is now constructing a plant in the USA to meet a potential 
modification of AGOA that would make unprofitable their exports through South Africa. In summary, ‘Ultimately, DCSA is in 
the business of designing, assembling, marketing and selling cars and related services. It is not in the business of developing 
the Eastern Cape and, although there may be a temporary overlap between the two activities, this is unlikely to remain the 
case...Put differently, the Eastern Cape and DCSA have different agendas. One fundamental difference is that DCSA can react 
to changes in the global economy by packing up and leaving.’ (Lorentzen 2006)

It is true that Daimler-Benz hardly manufactures outside Germany where its two major plants are located and it would 
not do so in East London if it were not quite profitable and lacking in unnecessary hassles. The proportion of wage 
costs to the total is vastly less in this industry than in clothing and textiles so this is not a major factor. It has grasped 
the importance of BBBEE strategies on the part of the South African state and achieves high BBBEE ratings as a result. 
(Interview 6) Costs are estimated in the industry to be substantially higher than overseas – but this is cancelled out 
thanks to generous government subsidy.21 VWSA is to a larger extent a South African company with a largely South 
African management component but it also is a global firm with other fish to fry. (Interview 2)

All car companies with global strategies must pursue strategies vis-à-vis environmental pressures, fashion and quality 
issues. There are as many as 31-32 component firms servicing Daimler-Chrysler, some of them now located in the IDZ. 
(Interview 6) Component firms must produce to the quality required, depend on the good will of the auto manufacturers 
and are not easily able to combine their own component production with other forms of goods which would not be 
competitive if these costly standards are applied. One interviewee who has studied the industry suggested that the more 
substantial component companies have simply followed Mercedes from Germany with a strategy largely confined to 
serving Mercedes’ interests. Local component firms are very limited technologically. (Interview 2) Thus South African R 
& D is insignificant in this, our most important export industry.  (Roberts 2002, Grinker 2011) Thus the capacity of the car 
firms to become engines of growth more generally is real, important but also severely limited. It is also salutary to point 
out that, if less dramatically so than before 1994, the car industry still imports more than it exports overall.

The one area where the limitations of car manufacture are less clear, and one that is not sufficiently noted, is in building 
up worker skills. (Grinker 2011) DCSA finds the local Technikon more or less useless compared to what their management 
is used to in Germany and hopeless at training very weak students; thus it does its own training. The problem is to find 
ways for East London to make better use of them. (Lorentzen 2006) While it is true that key personnel (for instance today 
in the retooling of DCSA) are sent overseas for courses, there is a diffusion of skill training created institutionally by both 
of the German manufacturers and the courses that they have created are open to outsiders and an extremely important 
beneficent feature. The Daimler Chrysler Training Centre (where perhaps ¼ of trainees are not DCSA employees) is an 
extremely valuable fixture for East London that needs every support (Interviews 6, 15).22 In fact provincial government 
is now talking to DCSA about creating a more broad-based Skills Academy. (Interview 8) Uitenhage particularly is home 
to many white workers with extensive skills who must generate economic activities themselves. (Interview 4) VWSA 
has also invested in skills training but facilities are relatively underused. (Interview 8) In general Port Elizabeth is less 



Nelson Mandela Bay and Buffalo City Metros: An Assessment of the Economic Development of the Eastern Cape Metros Since 1994 and Their Prospects

21

23 Portnet controls the 11000 hectare Coega site as well as the off-shore rights off the coast. 
24 For sweeping and sometimes very acute criticism of Coega see Bond and Mafereka ka Ndlovu, 2010 and Bond, 2011.

of a skills desert than most places in South Africa although the skills are still in good part locked in the white and 
Coloured parts of the population. This diffusion of skills and training is extremely important and needs to be retained, 
nurtured and extended. It could be tied into the FET system which is still experiencing extensive teething problems but 
identified, in my view quite correctly, by the current Minister of Higher Education, as very important potentially. It was 
heartening to learn that Mdantsane in particular has acquired a node of mechanics in Zone 11 knowledgeable about 
automobile servicing from a learning process ultimately linked to DCSA and the car industry in East London. (Interview 
17) In the opinion of Les Bank, Mdantsane is crying out for more economic development. A wealthy black native of the 
Eastern Cape has been the guiding spirit in creating a shopping complex there but far more is needed with a productive 
orientation. (Les Bank in The Sunday Dispatch, 3 December 2011)

However, two further final notes of caution should be added. The AGOA deal which brings left-hand drive luxury cars to 
the USA on concessionary terms was introduced in order to give sub-Saharan countries a leg up in basic industrialisation 
efforts; it was hardly intended to import into the USA luxury cars from South Africa produced by a German company. 
The chances that AGOA will come to an end, making this export trade unviable, are high sooner or later. Secondly, South 
Africa is the home of the largest known supply of the raw material for one key ingredient in the modern car, the platinum 
used in catalytic converters. But platinum is expensive and considerable effort which is meeting some success is being 
applied to replacing platinum with cheaper metal or at least reducing the amount of platinum needed substantially. Both 
from the point of view of platinum mining and automobile dependence on platinum, this would have serious negative 
consequences for South Africa and its auto industry. These are two causes of concern for the future of the one large-
scale industrial export success in the Eastern Cape.

Globalisation in theory and practice imposes high impediments to real national industrial strategies. While it is insufficient 
to rely on the automobile sectors in East London and Port Elizabeth (as local experts realise full well) and unrealistic to 
expect linkages to form the basis of massive expansion under any circumstances, they are for now a huge plus for the 
two cities.

Coega and the IDZs
‘The provincial government has thus far allocated R1,8b. for the Coega IDZ and the East London IDZ. One must never 
forget that the province funded both IDZs when everybody was nervous about and uncertain about the prospects of 
both projects’, (Nosimo Balindlela, Premier of the Eastern Cape, cited in Ruiters 2011, 148).

These large sums were however not nearly so much as the allocation from national government. Certainly the biggest 
and most impressive of such interventions since 1994 in the Eastern Cape lie in the creation (from 1998 and particularly 
through the initiative of the Ministry of Trade and Industry) of Ngqura harbour and the industrial development zones of 
Coega adjoining the harbour23 and of East London.

Coega has been deservedly the object of critical attention since its planning stage given the massive expenditures from the 
central state entailed.24 It was indubitably one of the best potential harbour sites in the country and passed over previously 
at several decision-making junctures for Saldanha Bay in the Western Cape and Richard Bay in KwaZulu-Natal. Ngqura’s 
facilities are splendid and it joins certain equivalent developments in the Gulf states and East Asia as a very modern port 
designed from the onset for containers. Its corporate strategic manager, whose experience came from these locales, sees 
it as the ‘industrial heartland of the twenty-second century’ to come. (Interview 7) At the moment, Coega handles 30.000 
containers p.m. but it could probably cope with 1.000.000 according to him. Hugely expensive, it unsurprisingly sought a 
major anchor activity with big export potential that could help justify the costs. So far no such activity has made more than 
a shadowy appearance. The last real initiative for an aluminium smelter was linked to the technologically advanced French 
firm of Pechiney but the purchase of Pechiney by Alcan put an end to any such planning. (Interview 7)

Aluminum manufacture requires a gigantic energy input. The smelter in Richards Bay already uses up a remarkable share 
of all South African energy production and at an inevitable discount for which smaller business and home consumers 
have to pay in effect although it is, as is usual with such smelters, located near the seashore to reduce costs. Thus the 
energy crisis that unfolded due to the oversight of the Mbeki government in 2008 has made such ideas unworkable 
for the present. It may be that this will change when Medupi and Kusile. the coal-based mega-power plants in the 
interior of South Africa, finally come on stream in the next few years. There is also considerable talk of creating a second 
nuclear power plant at Cape St. Francis west of Port Elizabeth. (Interview 12) Apart from the safety jitters associated with 
nuclear power which is going forward today virtually nowhere (exceptions: Britain and the United Kingdom plus several 
east European countries) this would mean additional very large-scale expenditure much of it reliant on international 
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25 While discussions continue, the National Development Plan has suggested putting any action on hold for several years yet. No doubt the energy deficit is a factor. There is also, of course, an Eastern 
Cape interest in the potential of shale gas extraction in the Karoo, which has become such a key factor in recent US economic considerations. (Jonas, 2013)

26 The Coega corporate strategic manager was more equivocal about the SEZ proposals. Interview 7.

providers. Nuclear power would tie in to Project Mthombo, the development at Coega of a petro-chemical industry 
(PetroSA in partnership with the Chinese firm, Sinopac) with a potential complex to rival or supplement Durban and 
the removal of existing industrial port facilities from just outside the business centre of Port Elizabeth, a move which 
has yet to occur and which will raise costs to Portnet which has been able to make continued use of the old structures 
it administers in town.25 This could allow concerted development of bio-fuels in turn, linking up, as some hope, with a 
growing agro-business component that would suit the Eastern Cape. A further necessity would then be the upgrading of 
the national rail link through De Aar, now run down, and the consequent modernisation of Transnet infrastructure and its 
family of activities. This would enable Coega to become the preferred port for the sale of steel component manganese of 
which South Africa is a major supplier with substantial reserves. Ferro-manganese manufacture would then have Coega 
as a logical site. (Interview 7)

For the purposes of this research report, there are two points really to extract. Firstly, Coega is a splendid facility in the 
making. (Interviews 2, 4, 11) However we have a very long way to go to see this big investment through and the jury 
must be out on what it will contribute to the economy locally or nationally in decades to come, especially in relation to 
its costs. It also has to be understood that the Coega Development Corporation, about which more below, is a site of 
considerable expertise, experience but also autonomy and often problematic relations with other national bodies that 
are only gradually being worked out. Coega is certainly a dramatic exhibit for showing the extent to which the state has 
consistently put emphasis on infrastructural development and links with the very big companies. (Interview 15)

Secondly, integration with the development of Port Elizabeth is quite limited. Thus the CDC has rightly insisted on and 
promoted highway improvements widening the N2 for a considerable distance west of the city. Thus the city will be free 
of industrial pollution that affects the development of the waterfront in time if and when the city harbour is cleaned up 
and polluters remove to Coega with more modern facilities. For now, it is interesting to note that VWSA prefers to use the 
old harbour which is adequate to its shipping purposes. The very up-to-date quality of Ngqura harbour facilities militates 
against more than very limited use of local low-skill labour now that the construction phase is finished, important though 
that was for a time.

The Industrial Development Zones (IDZs) are moderately successful in both cases and showcases for where industry is 
going today in South Africa. These are not industrial zones as in many countries which allow for particularly exploitative 
labour relations or that exclude trade union activity, For this reason, they have little attraction for firms, South African or 
international, that seek to manufacture and export on this basis as in East and especially South-east Asia. As to IDZ policy, a 
new set of regulatory instructions promoting a Special Economic Zone scheme, is being considered; this would bring to bear 
systematic major fiscal incentives that go beyond the infrastructural advantages which the IDZs do hold.26 (Interview 15)

The first IDZ in South Africa was established in East London with land given by the municipality in 2003, the mission to 
be a ‘catalyst of growth’. (Interview 13) In return, Buffalo City owns 26% of the IDZ. However it only became operative 
when the land was cleared of squatters who were resettled nearby and prepared for building sites with electricity and 
water laid on. On paper, the East London IDZ was set up with the idea of five manufacturing clusters which sound ideally 
selected: automotive, agro-business, aquaculture, IT and renewable energy.

The most significant forms of manufacture that are making use of the IDZs go on in the  East London IDZ Auto Suppliers’ 
Park. It was when the go-ahead was given to produce C-series cars in 2005 that components firms led by Foxtech-Ikhwezi 
chose to set up shop in the new East London IDZ. (Interview 13) The fox part comes from the century old German family 
firm of Otto Fuchs; the Ikhwezi signifies a BBBEE partner firm owning 30%. Others followed, either moving to the IDZ or 
emerged there having won DC contracts. Here they can profit from subsidised and reliable water, waste and electricity 
facilities. The IDZ can build facilities for manufacture and sometimes has standard factories available for rental. The IDZ 
is very secure and could hardly be closer to the airport. (4 kms.) The port is only 9 kms away. There would probably be 
yet more success if there were better rail or road links. (Interview 6, Cole 2012) At the moment, road transport to the 
national highway, the N2, requires a drive through the city centre and the rail system is still mostly geared to ferrying 
local products, especially timber and coal, to the port.

The East London IDZ is very much smaller than Coega, only 236 ha instead of 11000 with about 100 serviced industrial 
sites thus far. Take-up to the IDZ is good and ongoing and it is within limits a very positive benefit for East London. IDZ 
management get support from the province but the structural relationship with the Metro is particularly beneficial. 
(Interview 13) In the opinion of one interviewee, it benefitted compared to Coega because of the involvement of local 
people in its planning. (Interview 12) Customs facilities are streamlined between the IDZ and the port and dramatically 
faster than at the main domestic port of Durban.
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27 The interviewee in question, a major figure in local industry, estimated that 1/3 of his plastic container business production located in Wilsonia is exported. This is not to say that the government 
yet has a cluster strategy that is export orientated on the lines of the classic Asian developmental states.

The clustered allocation by sector of IDZ land must work for automotive components but so far the other factories in 
the IDZ are very scattered and true clustering has yet to develop although the plan is for this to be a major advantage 
according to cluster based developmental theories. So far IDZ activities outside this sector are limited. However one can 
note the presence of fish cultivation and agri-business. Pisciculture depends on two firms who sell to the South African 
market. (Interview 13) This is certainly a form of enterprise that can develop much further given international trends. 
Sunningdale is a dairy products manufacturer which uses locally sourced milk and came to the rescue when the national 
firm, Clover, pulled out of production in the Eastern Cape. A well-known recent addition at the Coega IDZ is the sorbet 
manufacture that relies on local fruit and exports. (Interview 4)

For certain firms that export, the air and sea links provide some advantage to make up for the unsubsidised transport 
costs to the big South African markets.27 (Interview 15) East London’s IDZ has come to host a diamond polishing firm, 
Matla Beneficiation, in 2010, exclusively aimed at export to Asia owned by a Taiwanese firm with local partners. By 
contrast, a Spanish company imports the parts for and assembles solar panels for local sale. These panels are largely 
aimed at the Eastern Cape, which has more than enough sun and wind to encourage emerging energy industries to take 
off, and there is hope that in time this final assembly will deepen into something more like manufacture. (Interview 6) In 
fact, the logic of the IDZ is such that there is a dominant element of foreign direct investment. Of 37 investors, 87% are in 
essence foreign worth a total of R4b. invested. (Interview 13)  Of the 37, 64% are in operation, 27% under construction 
and 9% in the planning stage, indicating that take-up is ongoing but that these companies can hardly be considered to 
have any particular developmental logic apart from the support for Mercedes production and export. The main benefit 
for local low-skill labour lies in the continuing demand for construction workers. Perhaps 2.500 individuals are employed 
by the IDZ but 20.000 have been engaged in construction work there over time. The IDZ builds facilities to specifications, 
continues to own the property and sometimes constructs standard factory space on speculation.

At Coega, a manager estimates perhaps only a 10% take up in land so far. (Interview 11) More land is allocated even 
though in theory, as with traditional mining practice, there is a desire to avoid land speculation and unused land held by 
private parties. Clustering also is the theory for factory placement but so far this is merely a planning device.

The biggest local success so far will certainly be the opening of the FAW factory, constructed and in good part managed by 
South Africans but generated by one of two big Chinese car companies (Interview 11) FAW’s main facility is in the northern 
Chinese port city of Tsingtao. It manufactures VW Polos and Jettas for the Chinese market. The Coega factory is due to open 
in December 2013 with South Africans having dominated the construction process and will be a fill up to the automotive 
industry of the urban Eastern Cape as a whole. However, in the first instance (Phase One) it is important to note that FAW 
is part of a Chinese strategy to ship parts to Coega as a distribution and assembly point for utility vehicles that will serve 
in particular construction sites in various countries on the African continent. It will manufacture an estimated 3.000 trucks 
p.m.. The workforce proposed at first is very small, 2-300 and only a tiny number of these, perhaps 1/10, will be unskilled. 
At the onset, a grateful Coega is not making FAW overly onerous local content requirements.

Coega is ideally placed geographically for an Asian manufacturer and its excellent facilities for containers and for turning 
around customs and export processes. Obviously FAW could become a beacon for other Chinese firms to manufacture in 
South Africa and has begun to attract their attention. There is a proposed Phase Two which would intensify manufacture 
in Coega and allow for deeper development more beneficial to national needs. Obviously both these thrusts will 
depend on perceptions of the success of Phase One. The first Chinese firm to follow this lead imports and assembles 
solar panels; this could hopefully again lead to manufacture if the Eastern Cape market justifies it. A parallel business 
established at Coega imports the equipment for windmills from Europe. These are hesitant steps into new forms of 
energy provision but still fall short of real manufacture. As with the East London IDZ, a beginning has been made in food-
related manufacture. Tomato paste is made from Eastern Cape tomatoes at Coega (Interview 8) and Coega Dairies, the 
equivalent of Sunningdale, makes milk, butter and cheese. Debonairs plans to confect all its pizza mozzarella at Coega 
in fact. (Interview 11)

The nature of globalised transport today is such that it is not surprising that such firms as Famous Foods (Nandos, 
Debonair Pizza, Spur, etc.) are finding the first-class Coega facilities very desirable for warehousing. General Motors is 
also using Coega for this purpose. With the development by sea and air of hub systems, this is a natural consequence 
and a massive feature already in the economy of our main container port, Durban. Warehousing can not only potentially 
encourage subsidiary manufacturing if it is successful and it also may employ as many or more labourers as today’s 
manufacturing given its increasing efficiency in this regard. Some kind of warehousing/manufacturing structure might 
well be the core of some realisation of the dream of former Minister Alec Erwin amongst others for a flourishing export-
orientated industrial sector focussed on South Africa’s ports. Given the location of East London and Port Elizabeth far 
from the heartland of mining and heavy industry in the country, this is its one long-term locational advantage.
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28 Of course in most of Europe unlike America or Britain, many service jobs, notably those involved in the food trades, are tied in to qualification and greater dignity and organisation as well as skill.  

So far, especially in the case of Coega, the links to the urban economy are however fairly limited. At some distance 
from the CBD of Port Elizabeth, Coega is nonetheless part of the Metro. Some co-operation is significant. Thus joint 
committees involving the NMBM and the CDC smooth out some problems and notably can offer very quick consideration 
of building plans. (Interview 11) It is difficult not to notice that cheek by jowl with Coega lies the massive settlement of 
Motherwell, on which more below. The CDC benevolently maintains a list with names in six figures of those who want 
employment in Coega but only a very small number of inhabitants of Motherwell are going to be able to access the area 
unless skills and technical educational levels are transformed.

The downside of the excellent overall facilitation of industrial plant at Coega and the East London IDZ (both of which 
required the removal and rehousing of inhabitants of small informal settlements) is the vacant, almost derelict, condition 
of the older municipally-generated industrial sites of Markman and Wilsonia. These were created along the lines of 
municipal enterprise strategies that worked well in the early decades of the twentieth century and this space is in need 
of serious rethinking and regeneration or conversion to other uses. Finally, however attractive the site of the East London 
IDZ, it also should be noted that real industrial expansion would put pressure on the port, which is hardly the equivalent 
of Coega, pressure which would require substantial upgrading without certainty that this could be satisfactorily effected. 
(Interview 9; Buffalo City Development Strategy 2007)

Tourism and Urban Upgrading
Turning from industry to commerce and services, the figures for the Eastern Cape generally tend to show a proportionate 
part of the population similar to most of the country in these lines of work which reflect the diffusion of consumer 
society, social needs and government activities. However within this diversity, it is worth signalling tourism as an area 
of important potential growth to the Eastern Cape. Tourist activity apparently grew significantly from 1994 to 2008 
and then relapsed with some more recent recovery.  Edwards tries to estimate the impact of tourism in the Province at 
approximately 10% of GDP (Edwards 2011, 126) but a lower percentage of the employed population. Half the tourist 
revenues come from the 6% of tourists arriving from outside South Africa. A recent survey pointed to the fact that foreign 
tourists primarily are interested in game park visits (58,5%) and beaches (51,7%). The other significant destinations were 
the Tsitsikamma Forest treetop walk (16%) and the Nelson Mandela Museum in Qunu (10%)  Most South African visitors 
are intra-provincial and aiming at seeing friends and family. (ECDCWGP 2013)  It is a sentimental mistake to imagine that 
what is wanted is lots of heritage development; this is appropriate rather for schoolchildren apart from the special case 
of the Mandela shrine.

That said, the tourist potential, very much including the international component, is considerable in the province. Both 
East London and Port Elizabeth are the scene of attractive beaches themselves and can serve as potential headquarters 
for reaching many more. Nahoon Beach in East London is an extraordinarily beautiful beach, the equal of which few 
cities can boost. The Summerstrand/Humewood beachfront in Port Elizabeth is well cared-for and highly developed; it is 
very attractive. The evacuation of industrial activities from the harbour will allow for further impressive development in 
this area. The seaside activities are the mainstay of recreational tourism and irreplaceable as an asset.

In addition, Port Elizabeth Airport serves as the access route to the Addo National Park and surrounding game farms. This 
is of course the only national park in South Africa with access to the sea (beyond Coega). The province is concerned with 
building up a scenic corridor route north of Port Elizabeth to Baviaanskloof Nature Reserve and with regenerating and 
opening up Alexandra State Forest on the dunes between Coega and Addo off which whales and sharks breed. (Interview 8)

The tourist ‘industry’ is a specialised business that requires specialised attention. While this report has not done more 
than very limited research on tourism in the Eastern Cape, it appears that the main structured government assistance 
comes from provincial level where far more is needed at the urban level. (Interview 6) The trick is to find a way forward 
for tourism between spoiling the landscape through unkempt and unplanned development (Jeffreys Bay, Port St Johns) 
and no development at all. Europe at its best is a good model for specialised planning of this sort but there is additionally 
the need to factor in the chance for poor people to access economic growth here somehow, apart from poorly- paying 
irregular service employment.28 With lots of hesitation because of the dangers of poor planning, one suggests that East 
London could profit hugely from the development of a coast road that would make the Wild Coast accessible as some 
planners have suggested. Of course the danger from environmental degradation is very real. Moreover, the opposition 
from existing local forces unable to imagine themselves benefitting from any form of development however poor has 
to be reckoned with. (Amadiba 2013) On the whole, though, tourism and the chances for the two cities to benefit from 
tourism are good if attention is paid to qualitative issues in building this sector.
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Tied into this is the continual effort to make the cities more attractive. Considerable success has been achieved here in 
Port Elizabeth. The regeneration of the Central district and the arrival of a precinct for outdoor relaxation on Stanley 
Street are notable. The rehabilitation of the conservatory in St Georges Park and the manicuring of the Donkin Reserve 
are striking positives. The work of the NMBDA has been significant here. (Interview 15) The beachfront has benefitted 
from the construction of the Boardwalk casino complex (itself perhaps not a great success in profits) and the beachfront 
safety project. This needs to be an ongoing effort and in time a great plan is needed for the harbour area which in turn 
might make more possible the regeneration of the old city centre as well. The giant stadium erected for the 2010 World 
Cup needs to be considered as a point of departure for rehabilitating the North End.

In this regard, East London is far less advanced. Its CBD is busy with commerce reaching out to large numbers of working 
class and lower middle class people who have some purchase power and keep the chain stores more than afloat. The 
Chamber of Commerce informed me that it is not easy for a newcomer to access suitable property on Oxford Street, the 
central thoroughfare. (Interview 6) However in terms of hygiene, of rehabilitation of historic buildings and of links to 
the beachfront, there is much to be done. (Cole 2012) A knowledgeable informant felt that, by contrast in East London, 
local government has consistently failed to take seriously the recommendations of a key agency later closed down and 
did not grasp the importance of this sort of initiative. (Interview 17) In both cities, making the city more attractive is an 
important policy in terms of convincing tourists to spend time there combined with visits further afield, and in terms 
of constructing civic pride and attention from the middle class from whom entrepreneurial activity is most likely to 
emanate. Port Elizabeth certainly has a potential to attract retired people with disposable incomes and East London 
could become so. Retaining highly skilled people in Port Elizabeth and especially East London is a challenge.29 (Interview 
15; Lorentzen 2006) The relaxed lifestyle is a lure compared to Johannesburg but it is insufficient; more of the big city 
amenities need to be made available to attract the people who swear by them.

Prof. Les Bank of Fort Hare has impressive plans for reconstruction in East London. This involves the erection of a proper 
campus for the university—and East London suffers from the lack of such, the effective adding of value to the potential 
of the greenfields Sleeper Site which could harbour some university facilities and generally bringing out the potential of 
the city. (also Cole 2012) His ideas for integrated urban development involve the promotion of East London as the main 
campus of Fort Hare and consequently allow for synergies as the university and the city improve together. (Interviews 2, 
6) While Fort Hare has some relevant courses such as accountancy and law, it would need to evolve others that pertain 
directly to urban needs.

Higher Education
There is a growing comprehension that higher education facilities, as well as other generators of cultural activity, mesh 
well with creating a positive and appealing urban environment as well as attracting imaginative professional residents 
who will create a more diverse atmosphere with more possibilities although it has yet to percolate through Metro 
government so far. (Interview 6) In addition, of course, universities, FETs and other educational institutions can be 
sources of key skills for economic activity. It is a positive thing that there are links between NMMU and the NMB Metro 
and, to a much lesser extent, Fort Hare University and East London.30 (Bank, n.d.) There should be more cooperation, 
more professional links and more technologically relevant programmes that link education to the needs of the Metros, 
both the public and private sectors. Another interesting proposition is the idea of a Maritime Studies university in Port 
Elizabeth; this would have the virtue of bringing international students to Port Elizabeth (Interview 5); it might also 
add to synergies pressing maritime orientated business in the city forwards. The city should also be promoting the 
universities as well as schools as best it can. As with the previous section, this one is intended to highlight an area which 
actually cannot yield directly growth or employment figures but indirectly will be consequential.

Townships and the People’s Economy
The biggest problem of all faced by the citizens of the two Metros is not unique to them: how to create an environment 
with substantial economic activity and initiatives from below that meet with support from all levels of the state and 
other actors in the former townships and squatter areas. This is not the same as growth. Growth can go together with 
increasing equity but not necessarily. The two are independent variables and based on different political impetuses 
and structural trajectories. The classic modernisation theory tended towards the view that widening inequality was an 
inevitable result for a time period of a successful development project. South Africa could enjoy a measurable economic 
growth rate of 5 % or even 10% with growing inequality and relatively few benefits for the masses.  

29 A suggestive poll of managers (not however owners) recorded that 78% would not recommend reinvesting in the Border Region and 73% not in manufacturing, Interview 15.
30 For the significance of the NMMU Business School, Interview 16. Fort Hare acquired a section of Rhodes University located in East London in 2003.
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The other point to remember is that however hard the state works at creating infrastructural projects, constructing free 
housing and providing services, there is something missing that is vital if people do not respond to opportunity and fail to 
generate economically significant activity themselves. As Leslie Bank puts it so well, ‘Poverty in the Eastern Cape will not 
be eradicated by the creation of larger harbours, like Coega and infrastructure. It will start to be reduced through human 
agency, when the population becomes more productive and especially when urban and rural economies in the province 
(and the country) connect with one another in meaningful ways.’ (Bank n.d.)

There exist a continuous stream of projects aimed at the old townships. There is a one-stop investment centre, for 
example, in Mdantsane and perhaps it is important also to note the Investec investment centre linked to the Steve Biko 
Foundation in King William’s Town, albeit decaying King William’s Town is not a township. (Interview 17)

However, typically, significant infrastructural projects deliver services but fail to have much success in encouraging 
enterprise. Motherwell, Port Elizabeth is the site of a major presidential lead project inaugurated in 2001, the Motherwell 
Urban Renewal Programme. Its location between Coega and the older townships of Port Elizabeth would seem to be just 
right for development. This incorporates extensive RDP housing construction and infrastructural construction as well. 
There are many schemes aimed at urban agriculture and other worthwhile goals linked to some kind of self-sufficiency. 
However critics find that these projects are heavily dependent on hand-outs and reinforce unsustainable dependency 
despite formal intentions.31 (Interview 9, based on a systematic study of projects in two wards) For instance, a substantial, 
and for the moment successful, vegetable growing project is sponsored by the established environmental society WESSA 
but it is most uncertain whether it could continue after WESSA’s withdrawal of energy, expertise and resources. Such 
projects, often very attractive to the visitor, are unlikely to survive their initiators. There have also been accusations 
of major corruption tied in to the more lucrative contracted work. (Interviews 4, 10) By contrast, projects aimed at 
poor, largely Coloured neighbourhoods in Port Elizabeth (Northern Area People Development Initiative) – including the 
rehabilitation of the notoriously gangster-ridden area of Helenvale which has now been delegated to the MBDA – for 
which see below, have the reputation of being more successful despite the desertion of the ruling party by the numerous 
Coloured voters of Port Elizabeth,32 suggesting the depth of socio-cultural blockages in promoting local development 
projects that are sustainable. (Interview 10) To reinforce this point, I will briefly discuss one small project below which at 
least is acutely aware of the problems and raises interesting issues that could be taken up and taken further.

One needs also to mention that development within a single residential unit in the city is not likely to work without 
greater integration into the city. The barriers created by apartheid need to be actively transcended in building different 
kinds of cities. This is a particular problem in greater East London faced with the peculiar spatial configuration discussed 
early in the paper.33 (Interview 6)

Finally, the low level of skills and the poor quality of education is a general problem which certainly affects the two 
metros.34 Having impressively extended the size and coverage of the school system, the state needs in my view to do 
the opposite of what seems to be typical and has been the pattern; it now needs to upgrade and reintroduce continually 
higher standards rather than easing entry to jobs that fall below the level of real competency. The citizens of East London 
and Port Elizabeth need to have the competence and self-confidence to do as great a variety of work as possible whether 
they are aiming at employment or getting a chance to initiate an economically relevant activity. There is no substitute for 
this and no easy way here. Moreover the creation of an adequate social welfare system rather than one of hand-outs itself 
hinges on widening work opportunities and increasing incomes. These are not goals that can be achieved easily or quickly.

31 For a somewhat parallel critique of large-scale aid money and its diffusion in Mdantsane, East London, see Leslie Bank, Saturday Dispatch, 3 December, 2011.
32 The Northern Areas People Development Initiative was started in 2009 and is organised a non-profit trust that emphasises voluntarism, uplift and political independence.
33 For a detailed study of the poor condition of the very old urban settlement of Duncan Village in East London, with a long political resistance history, see Bank, 2011.  As older industries declined, 

‘with the dream of black suburbia well and truly shelved, the best hope for ageing township housewives and mothers-if they could not escape the city altogether and retire to the countryside, 
where life is quieter and cheaper-is to get their hands on as many welfare grants and backyard rents as they can and hold on for dear life.’ (189) Bank finds useful an American theoretical model 
of the hyper-ghetto where work has largely disappeared proposed by the sociologist Loïc Wacquant.  There is clearly a closely linked model in the Eastern Cape whereby inhabitants of  townships, 
once very much ghettoised and cut off from the life of the white city, at least had access to extensive industrial employment that helped prop up stable family life. However communities such as 
Zwelitsha, Mdantsane and, in Port Elizabeth, Zwide and KwaZakhele, have been badly affected by the disappearance of most of this employment. For the latter, Interview 4 was incisive. KwaZakhele 
is the current scene of looting and violence aimed at Somali shopkeepers.

34 This emerges in the business survey at the heart of Buffalo City 2008.
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The Importance of Autonomous Actors
If developmental state criteria are not really firmly in place and neither public nor private sector can do the job very 
effectively, this research uncovered one important truth: the presence of a series of interesting and potentially or actually 
effective actors who cannot easily be defined as either the state or the private sector but which are capable of relating 
to both, perhaps better than state or business relate to each other. Such organisations of course will vary in efficacy and 
capacity tremendously but they are a fertile source of ideas and important agents of change. Let me signal the following 
which struck me as very interesting within the two Metros:

Border-Kei Chamber of Commerce

This is the old organisation for business in East London. It continues to champion industrial development in the city 
energetically. In 2003, more or less the time when business confidence had passed its nadir and began to recover within 
the new institutional context, it initiated the East London Industrial Development Corporation which has assisted 24 
businesses so far and laid out R6m. (Interview 6)

Centre for Small Towns Regeneration.

Phila Xusa became involved in this organisation after almost a decade of work in East London regeneration partly aimed 
at the beachfront and the CBD. For lack of serious involvement by the municipal government, this work was frustrating 
and did not accomplish much. The Buffalo City Development Corporation (BCDC), where she was employed early in the 
new millenium was actually dissolved, and has not revived yet. Here is an organisation directed by this veteran of East 
London development efforts which is trying to establish a network of more functional and effective small towns. This 
focus emerged with her work with ASPIRE. (Interview 17) ASPIRE with the support of the IDC negotiated eight LED (local 
economic development) programmes and coordinated also two organisations aiming at LED within the Amatola district 
that preceded the creation of the Buffalo City Metro. The situation of East London, far more than that of Port Elizabeth, 
calls for creating a useful network, a chain of viable urban centres in which the Metro can complement activities happening 
elsewhere. It was impossible for East London officials to administer effectively development projects such as tractor co-
operatives. Notably the CSTR depends on support from national governmental institutions rather than local ones. In 
CSTR Xusa aims at regeneration and development in a network of towns relatively close to East London in the Eastern 
Cape and has been able to accomplish something with a large grant from the Treasury’s Neighbourhood Development 
Programme – a key bridge in Stutterheim, an artists’ residence together with general town centre resuscitation in coastal 
Hamburg, the creation of a trade centre in Butterworth reducing transport congestion on the N2, smallholder blueberry 
production near Stutterheim involving 300 participants, etc. – all of which can be little building blocks in the creation of 
a network of activities in which East London as the local metropole will benefit as it strengthens. However, it should be 
stressed that the frustrations felt previously in the BCDC and elsewhere reflect a failure of this kind of bridging network 
to take root in some circumstances to the detriment of development.

Coega Development Corporation

The CDC is a wholly publicly owned corporation established in 1997 controlling a terrain of almost 11000 hectares less 
than 20 kilometres from the Port Elizabeth CBD. In my Coega interviews, I came to recognise that the CDC contains very 
considerable capacity that is being unlocked in conventional but also unorthodox ways. The forthcoming Chinese vehicle 
plant at Coega is essentially being built along plans laid out by the CDC. The CDC with its planning and building facilities 
has become involved with road, school and clinic construction throughout the Province. Available land in Uitenhage 
managed by the CDC was made available to VWSA as the Logistics Centre there and was critical in expanding their range 
of car assembly. (Interview 7) In Coega, there is an interesting pilot for intensive teaching of mathematics and science to 
school pupils who have been unable to attempt the subject still too small and new to evaluate: there are possible Coega 
jobs awaiting the students as there are for the transient, relatively high skilled workers in the major Discovery call centre 
that exists on site.35 The National Tooling Initiative trains a small cohort of young people with Matric maths qualifications 
in tool making as skilled workers and is often able to provide graduates with jobs on the spot. The largely black learners 
include a significant proportion of young women. Perhaps this surprising array of activities represent a response to 
frustrated hopes at what Coega could claim to do for the region but it represents a dynamic force in the Eastern Cape 
that is being put to some use. (Interview 11)

35 Whereas internationally this would be a job for school matriculants, in South Africa it takes graduates to do this fairly routine job.
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Eltex is a remarkable textile and clothing factory in downtown East London that puts to work 240 weekly paid and 30 
monthly paid employees, very largely female. It emerged in a 1982 Anglo-American social responsibility programme that 
eyed the huge new township of Mdantsane, an unprecedented state project within a Bantustan far from the heartland 
cities of South Africa, and was bought out in the name of a family trust by the manager whose son runs it today. Eltex 
makes very low profits but it is very much a going concern with good wages for the unionised, mainly Mdantsane resident 
workers (R5000 p.m. plus) of whom about 240 are weekly-paid and mainly women, very low turnover and healthy work 
conditions although it has made workers redundant in the past. It produces perhaps 500.000 garments p.a. Clothes are 
mostly for the higher market end but there is an ambition to recycle old blankets for cheap prices and a factory store 
mainly catering to Eltex workers also offers bargains. The firm has design capacity and is able to service major retail 
outlets at the top end of the South African market, shipping its products to centres in Cape Town. One of these outlets, 
Truworth, was eager to buy 50% of the Trust but thus far this sale to a more conventionally commercial minded buyer 
has been avoided. Eltex has important ties to the IDC which has supported it in recent years to the tune of R6m. The 
IDC sets standards in profitability, labour conditions and size and in productivity which Eltex must meet. It represents 
a different and arguably more humane way to run a factory that works with management that are not trying to extract 
maximum profits or very high bonuses, etc. but where profits are not entirely dissipated through share-out bonuses for 
workers. This is the sort of experimental niche in which trade unions especially should take an interest. (Interview 9)

The Mandela Bay Development Agency

Founded in 2006, under the leadership of Pierre Voges has an impressive reputation among stakeholders in Port Elizabeth.36 
(Interview 16) Its projects have involved an expenditure of R600m. The MBDA has a staff of 22 and calls extensively on 
independent consultants for specific issues and is experienced at leveraging project costs. Although it has links to the IDC 
and the Development Bank of South Africa, as well as an array of foreign funders, Voges’ vision turns away from industry 
and seeks to diversify the economic base of the city. He defines this orientation as one towards tourism, services and the 
maintenance and upgrading of real estate. The idea was initially to reverse the negativism, decay and capital flight that 
afflicted the business community of Port Elizabeth after 1994. Voges has been a driving force for making Port Elizabeth 
more attractive and cleaner and is currently working on better access to the beautiful Red Location Museum site which 
ought to be an opener asset for all the people of the city. A current project is the rehabilitation of the picturesque but 
derelict Old Tramways Building in a strategic location. If there is a white elephant in Port Elizabeth, it must be the beautiful 
but immensely costly sports stadium foisted on the city via the football world tournament of 2010, a commitment which 
put others on hold for a long time. (Interview 8) Voges notes the arrival of the Kings as a Southern hemisphere rugby 16 
contender and the coming arrival of a PSL soccer team which will bring in business; he thinks the stadium can be used as 
a flagship for rehabilitating the old North End, a neighbourhood which attracts commercial business from the black and 
Coloured townships further down the coast and inland. The MBDA eyes the potential of rehabilitating the harbour for 
leisure purposes, once the industrially structured facilities, which are polluting, are removed to Coega. This organisation 
has to steer between bureaucrats, politicians and businesspeople and attracting champions of local development such as 
the chair, Eastern Cape-born businessman Saki Macozoma, a delicate and exhausting task which it does with some good 
experience and success.

Renewable Energy Centre – Transition Network

This initiative tries to work with informal settlements in introducing in a systemic way new ideas about integrating 
urban agriculture, inexpensive sewage systems through the application of bio-degenerator equipment, goals in modest 
local employment and improved hygiene and the use of sources of power that are low intensity in energy use.37 
(Interview 10) The idea is to reform shack settlements into ‘sustainable settlements’. A project focus lies in two small 
squatter communities near the affluent seaside suburb of Sea View, west of Port Elizabeth, with mixed coloured/african 
populations as is not entirely rare in the peripheral areas of the Metro. The whole of Sea View has depended on septic 
tanks but it would be possible to save rainwater through constructing swells atop irrigation channels and using non-
potable water for toilet purposes. There is also a focus on urban agriculture in the form of intensive permaculture that 
would allow cultivators to improve land fertility, develop their own seeds and create virtuous cycles of food production. 
And it is not as though Port Elizabeth poor residents are indifferent to all forms of farm life: the project co-ordinator 
estimates that the Metro is home to perhaps 100.000 cows. Why not make more effective use of them?

This project is linked to the Development Studies Department at NMMU in Port Elizabeth as well as to a broader 
international network, Transition Culture. It attempts, often struggles, to connect with the local state, having in mind the 
importance of finding a champion in the public sector and attaining independence from donors. A sympathetic figure 
from the Metro Planning Department is a key connection. However, if the project depends on donation of land, there 

36 Afesis-Corplan has been a development focussed NGO based in East London for which see their website.
37 Another relevant project is concerned with making bricks out of clay by neighbourhood residents. Interview 4.
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have been difficult choices due to the desire of different factions wishing to foist land rather inappropriate in the presence 
of considerable overgrowth of indigenous trees instead of recommending land that could be regenerated and, so to 
speak, turned green. This kind of green initiative requires a new mind-set which accepts that affluent consumer society 
is for the time being a mirage and not in reach for poor people and that a more liveable, less stressful, safer environment 
that involves elements of local production might represent a crucial alternative in present circumstances. The Metro 
still seems often to believe that what is needed is simply maximum provision of RDP housing. While the Renewable 
Energy Centre mind-set is off the beaten track of popular consciousness, it is important to remember that the post-
1994 dispensation has not been successful in addressing the problems of the poor beyond delivery to scale, if that, and 
radically different ideas need consideration. Localisation, labour intensitivity, autonomy are buzz-words for this initiative.

Eastern Cape Socio-Economic Consultative Council (my hosts)

An autonomous creation of the provincial government, themselves represent an important initiative that have played 
a role in stimulating enterprise in the Eastern Cape and connecting business with government. Over time they have 
acquired expertise.

I was thunderstruck at the finding in the LED Buffalo City document that ‘only 30% of companies are aware of any 
government incentive of business support schemes’. (Buffalo City 2008) Even though this was based on a survey including 
quite small operations, it is a disappointingly small figure. ECSECC would be the ideal place to serve (or to generate a very 
well-advertised agency to serve) as an ioffice, a transmission point for information here; in fact, as such documents make 
clear there are a large and rather confusing number of relevant government schemes that can be accessed potentially.

Conclusion
Let us summarise what has gone before in this paper. The Buffalo City Metro and the Nelson Mandela Bay Metro face 
major historic challenges. Some of this pertains to the imperative of democratic government that arrived in 1994 and 
created structures that are meant to be accountable to the whole citizenry. Some of it pertains to the need for a very 
considerable shift away from the declining forces that created business prosperity in the mid-twentieth century but 
have exhausted their energies. The context is far from an easy one. Secondary industry has been hit hard by the end 
of protection and the subsidised Bantustan schemes of the past. South Africa is in the midst of a very long-term era of 
slow growth and often stagnation while its economy is more dominated than ever by the so-called Minerals and Energy 
Complex but with energy requirements increasingly costly. Moreover the Eastern Cape is off the beaten track of the main 
development channel which benefits Gauteng and its linkages and, to a lesser extent, the success of Cape Town. 

Our findings are as follows

1. There is an overriding problem in the extent to which the Eastern Cape has become a consumer economy that depends 
on subsidies and welfare with too little productive activity generating wealth. Secondary industry has an historic link 
to the cities of the Eastern Cape and needs to be revived in a planned and integrated way ideally. It is central to a 
healthy economy of any substantial size. In the words of a particularly articulate manufacturer: ‘You have to have a 
productive economy. Industry has to have a favourable environment through the state to take off and this is what will 
provide acceptable cost structure that can be profitable.’(Interview 15) This is widely accepted but questions about the 
environment desired loom large. Implicit but perhaps covert in a recent talk by MEC Jonas is a contradiction between 
the understandable preference of the state for supporting export-orientated ‘sunrise’ industries that are typified in 
IDZ policy as well as big investments of the sort Coega is about on the one hand and the pressure to back the revival of 
‘sunset’ industries which are much better at providing jobs on the other. (Jonas 2013) Is it possible to do both? Getting 
the balance right is the trick.

2. Nonetheless secondary industry will never put hundreds of thousands to work again; this goes against the grain of 
what is going on internationally. It can at best be a backbone to a living complex of economic activities.

3. A success in the Eastern Cape has been the automobile industry. However this industry, which may even be due for 
expansion, is limited in its abilities to generate linkages and jobs, limitations which have to be considered. Its future 
is not assured given the extent to which it depends on subsidisation and advantages which may not last.

4. Among categories where the Eastern Cape holds considerable potential are agro-orientated activities, advancing which 
means finding effective and dynamic ways to build up agriculture both in former white and black areas. At the moment, 
the ex-Bantustan lands are so unproductive that the entire provincial agricultural GDP is hardly more than that of almost 
wholly urban Gauteng (which only includes former white South African farm land)! (ECDWGR 2013) Fish cultivation is 
another category, perhaps amongst others, that can flourish only in an environment near the ocean.
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5. The IDZs and the harbour of Ngqura suggest a willingness on the part of Pretoria to assist the Eastern Cape with 
expensive projects. Such willingness may be available again but cannot be counted on endlessly given the wide range 
of alternative demands faced by the central state. Whatever advantages they offer must be seized upon.

6. Coega is still a white elephant, immensely expensive, that will require much further high-energy, expensive and limited 
job-providing expenditure to work in its own terms. However the harbour is beginning to prove its worth as warehousing 
expands and more industrial projects are starting to be taken up. Its value will be easier to estimate as the years go by. 
Coega, too, according to its corporate strategic manager, needs a ‘competitive suite of incentives’. (Interview 7)

7. The East London IDZ is better integrated organisationally and functionally with the city’s economy and is considered 
quite successful. However something needs to be done about older industrial spaces that are derelict or in steep decline 
(Dimbaza, Wilsonia, Markman) in the Province. (Interview 8) IDZ activities are not a reprise of previous industrial 
strategies however. They are a showcase for the perhaps overly limited industrial and other economic projects being 
undertaken in South Africa today, the real 21st century economy.

8. Amongst areas where the Metros have a Cinderella status, particularly East London, must rank tourism. Tourism can be 
orientated more to the two Metros but will have to be integrated to the broader region and involve the environmentally 
sensitive and tasteful build-up of facilities.

9. Given the discontents of those who remain poor and the reality that there is little chance of creating ‘decent work’ 
opportunities for them in present circumstances (or giving them an easy entrance to consumer society), more radical 
idea of building a ‘decent life’ need to be broached, experimented with and propagandized for. The efforts to make 
townships safer, cleaner and more economically lively with continued opportunities to develop have to be pursued 
with all the expertise that experimentation in the past has provided. This should also include accepting the reality 
that, while rural areas also need effective integrated development, the fate of much of that rural population must 
naturally be in the cities so far as one can deduce from any international comparisons.

10. It behoves governmental and private sector actors to respect the work going on in a considerable variety of institutions 
and organisations that allow for experimentation and novelty. (of course this includes failures as well as successes!) 
These actors can fill critical gaps if they are able to relate to different parts of the state and business world and 
their ideas can be adapted on a bigger scale with deeper impact. A significant amount of attention is being paid to 
creating business centres and nodes, for instance, at Nyoli Square in KwaZakhele, but these need to be integrated 
with activities that are survivalist but aim at improving the way people survive and look at ways that integrate them 
into the wider economy in the absence of job offers from big institutions and corporates.

11. We certainly do not have a real developmental state in South Africa currently. However, we have important and positive 
interventionist elements that need to be far better coordinated, integrated and bolder. However initiative cannot be 
expected to come entirely from above and the public are unlikely to be happy with it if it does. Movement towards 
development that involves adjusting South Africa to a changing global environment but also creating a far more 
equitable society is still to come and it must happen at the local and metropolitan level as well as on a bigger scale.

There is no silver bullet that will make for a win-win solution rapidly. In fact East London and Port Elizabeth are far 
from the most pitiable cities in the world, continent or nation. There are some positive recent developments, there 
are some interesting potential areas for growth and there are some success stories. These can only be a foundation 
for further progress.
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