ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

IMPROVING THE CONSTRUCTION PERMITTING
PROCESS
CONSTRUCTION PERMIT TING DIRECTLY AFFECTS CITY
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
Construction regulations are essential to protect the public
from faulty building practices. Building permit and inspection
systems which function well can also strengthen property rights
and contribute to capital formation. But if the procedures are
too complicated, take too long or cost too much, builders may
proceed regardless. Non-compliance can have very serious social
and economic consequences, including collapsed buildings and
multiple deaths.
If the rules are over-complex, or the process requires getting
permits from many several different agencies, the opportunities
for rent-seeking and corruption are multiplied. Unless the
regulations are flouted, a complicated, slow and expensive
process to process construction permits will inhibit city economic
growth. The economic activity that should be taking place in a
building cannot start until the completion of the construction and
the service connections.
City governments which score well on the Dealing with Construction
Permits indicator tend to have rigorous yet fast and transparent
permitting processes. Speeding up the process (without sacrificing
rigour) is likely to increase construction spending. For many
businesses, construction regulations are a key factor to take into
account when deciding where to establish a new plan t. A city
government which processes construction permit applications
quickly and effectively is therefore likely to accelerate city economic
development.

HOW SOUTH AFRICAN METROS
COMPARE WITH OTHER CITIES ON
THE `DEALING WITH CONSTRUCTION
PERMITS’ INDICATOR
In the 2015 Doing Business in South Africa report, the nine largest
cities in the country were ranked according to how easy, fast and
cheap it was to process construction permit applications in those
cities. To ensure comparability with cities elsewhere in the world,
the particular case chosen was building a warehouse, and covered
obtaining necessary the licenses and permits, submitting all required
notifications, requesting and receiving all necessary inspections and
obtaining connections to water, sanitation and roads systems.
The graph below shows a selection of cities compared to South
Africa. The best-performing South African metros (Cape Town,
Nelson Mandela Bay and Buffalo City), rank highly within this
comparator group.
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Charges for construction permits range from 0.3% (New York) and
0.4% (Taiwan) of the cost of the warehouse to 31% (Lagos) and 108%
(Mexico City). South African metros as a group score fairly well on
this criterion, although the highest fees (1.6% in Nelson Mandela
Bay) are more than double the lowest fees (0.7% in Mangaung).
The number of procedures that applicants must go through range
from only 10 (in Maputo, Windhoek, Addis Ababa, Taiwan and
Mexico City), to as many as 40 (in Mumbai). Among the nine South
African municipalities the range is from 15 in Nelson Mandela Bay
to 22 in Mangaung.
City
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Procedures
(no.)
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Kano

Nigeria

13

74

2,4%

Kigali

Rwanda

11

77

5,9%

Mexico City

Mexico

10

81

11,8%

Cape Town

South Africa

16

83

1,1%

N Mandela
Bay

South Africa

15

88

1,6%

Buffalo City

South Africa

16

88

1,1%

New York

USA

15

89

0,3%

Taiwan

China

10

93

0,4%

Ekurhuleni

South Africa

16

98

1,0%

Istanbul

Turkey

15

103

3,6%

eThekwini

South Africa

16

104

1,0%

Mangaung

South Africa

22

109

0,7%

Maputo

Mozambique

10

111

3,7%

Lagos

Nigeria

17

116

31,0%

Msunduzi

South Africa

17

117

0,7%

Adis Ababa

Ethiopia

10

129

1,9%

Windhoek

Namibia

10

137

0,5%

Joburg

South Africa

19

141

1,1%

Mumbai

India

40

147

25,3%

Nairobi

Kenya

17

160

7,1%

Tshwane

South Africa

16

169

1,0%

Cairo

Egypt

21

179

108,0%

LESSONS FROM INTERNATIONAL
PRACTICE
Although South African municipalities can significantly improve
their performance by learning from each other, it is clear that
they also have much to learn from international best practise.
The objectives of a process reform initiative should be remove
obstacles to process efficiencies, and introduce new and innovative
ways of doing things. Overwhelmingly, however, metros should
seek to change the perceptions of themselves in the eyes of
many stakeholders, from `inhibiters of development’ to `enablers
of development’. Metros should think about a construction
permitting system as dealing with a three phase process: Prepare,
Confirm and Approve
By putting more effort into the Prepare Phase (by ensuring that
applicants understand the requirements, and working with them
before submission, to ensure that they comply) the `Confirm’ and
`Approve’ phases can become simple and quick. This could involve
establishing a Pre-Application Engagement and Assistance service,
staffed by planning and building control personnel; it development
of guidance material, model applications, and sector awareness and
training programmes
Other international best practices includes implementing ariskbased permitting system that could offer a streamlined process to
low and medium risk buildings, and that stakeholders should be
invited to participate in the process improvement project Although
officials will not necessarily find this easy or comfortable, the metro
would learn a great deal about the experiences of applicants, and
would also receive many suggestions about how processes can
be improved. The metro would also earn a great deal of credibility
along the way.
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LESSONS FROM SOUTH AFRICAN
PRACTICE

applications, electronic workflow and decision-making management,
electronic document management, and online management and
performance information.

The following cases are presented to show best South African
practice, first for a relatively low-volume municipality; and secondly
for a municipality which must process a large number of applications
each year.
The Nelson Mandela Bay Metropolitan Municipality processed
approximately 7,400 building permits in the 2013/14 financial year,
and achieved a fast turnaround time through a tightly-managed
manual process. Applications are received only on Wednesdays,
and must be submitted at the Central Information Centre by 15h00.
Applications are delivered to the Building Inspectorate, verified,
stamped with a unique number, captured into a database, and
assessed by the appropriate water division on the Thursday. On the
Friday the plans are distributed to the assigned building inspectors
and the relevant electrical division commences its assessment.
Town planning technical assessments commence on the Monday,
and practitioners in health, waste management, and roads & stormwater work on the application on the Tuesday. By the Wednesday the
plans have also been assessed by practitioners in fire, environment,
sewer and drainage, as well as the plans examiners and building
inspectors. The results of the individual sectional assessments are
compiled and distributed in agenda packs. On Friday the Building
Plans Approval meeting considers the application, based on the
assessments by each section. On the Monday and Tuesday approved
plans are processed for mailing and filing, and appropriate letters are
sent to applicants indicating the decision taken.
Although this is a manual system, steady progress through the
various steps are controlled with a simple spreadsheet, and most of
the relevant paperwork moves from one floor to another of a single
municipal building. The system works well for relatively small volumes
of relatively uncomplicated applications (half of the applications
processed in 2013/14 related to RDP housing). It would not easily be
able to cope with higher volumes, and large complicated applications
must be processed through a non-standard process.
The City of Cape Town Metropolitan Municipality processed
approximately 27,000 building permit applications in 2013/14. The
work is highly automated, building on the solid IT foundation that
the City has established over the last fifteen years. The Development
Applications Management System (DAMS) is fully integrated with
the City’s other systems, and features electronic submission of
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The process involves a pre-consultation phase; submission, scrutiny and
circulation phases (all of which uses electronic rather than paper copies
of the application information); an amendment phase, in which the
applicant is provided with feedback on any deficiencies and makes any
amendments necessary; and a decision phase. Overall time standards
are pre-set (for example, 5 days to provide comments on building
plans) and if there are any deviations escalations are automatic.
The DAMS system was being implemented in 2014 when the
SNDB survey was conducted, and the city indicates that 97% of all
applications are now finalised within the pre-set timelines.
To process high volumes of building permit applications an
automated system (based on sound design of work processes) is
essential. Automation also has other advantages, such as improving
transparency, strengthening management control of process
efficiency, and reducing the scope for inappropriate considerations
to enter the decision-making process.

Electronic document
management

Integrated with other City
systems

Electronic decisionmaking management

Electronic workflow
management

Electronic submissions

Online management &
performance information
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