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Abstract
This article critically assesses the notion of Local Economic Development (LED) and utilizes South Africa as a case of 

reference, through which the conceptualization and underpinnings, associated with LED, are understood. South Africa has come 
through what one may call three waves of development change, which comprise the apartheid period (1949–1990), the transition 
period (1990–1994) and the post-apartheid era (1994–present). During both the apartheid and transition period, South Africa was at 
war with itself and neighbouring countries and economic growth, resources, employment and service delivery were scarce, particu-
larly to the black majority because of the apartheid regimes destabilization policies. Post democratization, and with the inauguration 
of the democratic elected African National Congress (ANC) government, there were envisioned blueprint frameworks that ought to 
reverse the erstwhile apartheid regimes policies of racism, inequality and segregation. These were earmarked to alter South Africa’s 
development and economic growth landscape through the lens of LED. Hence, the promotion of LED was identified as a noteworthy 
strategy that can ultimately lead to community development, economic growth and poverty relief. 
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1. Introduction
One essential dimension of global contemporary development thinking is the enhanced im-

portance of locally driven development processes. While Local Economic Development (LED) 
driven initiatives have their roots in high-income countries of the global North, in the South, this 
approach has overtime materialized as a dynamic economic growth strategy because of various 
factors that include drastic changes in the national and economic development, poverty and slow 
economic growth [1]. From a South African perspective, the demise of apartheid brought with it a 
radical transformation in the nature and organization of development planning. A major paradigm 
shift here was the emergence of LED planning for the democratically elected African National 
Congress (ANC) government. During the apartheid era, LED planning in South Africa was mainly 
centralized and more concentrated in large cities. However, this changed post–1994 and was rec-
ognized by the 1996 Constitution, the 1998 White Paper on Local Government and the 2000 Local 
government Municipal Systems Act among other government policy documents.

Several LED functions and responsibilities were legislated and the Integrated Development 
Planning (IDP) became a compulsory activity for local government. Ever since this period, LED 
has been a growing feature of the government’s development planning, mainly driven by the per-
ception that LED in South Africa could stimulate robust and sustainable local economies [2]. This 
article seeks to unearth the notion of LED in post-apartheid South Africa through the lens of en-
visioned development opportunities, hindrances and prospects. This study aims to delve into the 
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drivers of LED in post-democratic South Africa by drawing insight into the anticipated outputs, 
impediments and future expectations of LED from a South African perspective. 

2. Materials and Results
This study is drawn from a qualitative research approach as it relied robustly on second-

ary data that was carefully extracted from journal articles, books, chapters in books and credible 
online sources monitoring or analyzing South Africa’s LED protocols post the apartheid era. This 
presented the researchers to have a robust and wider explanation on the topic under investigation. 

3. Results
3. 1. Conceptual Elucidation/Review of Literature
Meyer [3] submits that there is a need for local economies to find solutions and alternatives 

to enhance and strengthen comparative advantage and local competitiveness in the global arena. 
This is even though the challenge of LED is to somewhat find ways to maximise local resources 
and local knowledge to benefit all inhabitants in a specific geographical area. Over the last few de-
cades, the concept and development strategy of LED has gained widespread discussions around the 
world as a locality-based response to the challenges, posed by globalization [4]. Post the colonial 
era and after the end of the cold war, the concept of LED gained prominence within the scholarly 
discourse amid various interpretations and in academic literature, there are many diverse defini-
tions of LED. 

However, for this article, we borrow the explanations of [5] and [6], to these scholars, LED 
is a procedure, in which local governments and community-based groups manage their existing re-
sources and enter into a partnership agreement with each other or the private sector to stimulate the 
economic activity and create meaningful employment opportunities. It is a multi-dimensional and 
multi-sectoral process, through which resources, skills and ideas of local stakeholders are robustly 
combined to stimulate local development. Therefore, one may deduce that LED is not a single activ-
ity or project, it is a continuous phenomenon, aimed at responding to the ever-growing challenges 
of economic development and robustly realized through effective and positive inter-governmental 
relations. Meyer [7] posits that the two focal methods to LED include a corporate centred approach 
with a focus on formal business and industrial development and an alternative approach with a fo-
cus on the poor section(s) of a community. In this sense, in whatever way the approach is centred, 
LED should focus on an increase in the number and variety of job opportunities and diversification 
of economic activities. 

The purpose of LED is to enhance the economic capacity of a local area to improve its eco-
nomic future and quality of life. Nevertheless, the ability of communities to enhance their quality 
of life, fight poverty and create new economic opportunities depends on them being able to fully 
grasp and understand the process of LED. To achieve dynamic local development, various aspects, 
such as the economy, welfare, social environment and political issues, need to be addressed in an 
integrated and holistic manner. For LED to materialize, there is a need for local people to seize the 
initiative and engage in actions that unify communities, businesses and other relevant authorities in 
a joint venture to enhance economic and social conditions [8]. The continuous failure of externally 
facilitated development to have a robust impact on the poverty crisis at the grass-root level has 
undeniably forced individual localities to pursue and implement locally relevant strategies, such 
as LED [9].

3. 2. LED: A Succinct Historical Synopsis
Community development dates back to the history of early civilization at a time where hu-

mankind initiated actions, from which groups or parts of groups benefited in some way or the other. 
The concept of LED arose in the context of globalization, globally, as trade expanded, a plethora of 
procedures of goods and services faced stiff competition from producers and other countries that 
were at the time able to provide goods and services at both lower prices and better quality. Global-
ization brought with it both opportunities and threats. From an opportunistic point of view, there 
are opportunities in expanding trade beyond the boundaries of local, regional and national borders 
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through competitive production techniques, value addition, local produce and innovation in local 
economies [10].

On the other hand, the threats lie in each player’s capability to adapt to global economic 
forces and in having to produce goods and services at costs that can compete in international mar-
kets. From the 1970s, LED evolved as a policy approach by municipal governments that realized 
that businesses and capital were moving between locations for competitive advantage. Again, from 
a global outlook, LED was recognized as a response to dynamic contemporary trends, such as in-
creasing decentralization of power and decision making at the local level. Apart from this, LED has 
over the last five decades (see Тable 1) been viewed from the lens of three waves. 

Table 1
Showing the three waves of LED

Wave Wave Thematic Focus Wave Tools Used

First: 1960s–1980s

Mobile manufacturing investment, attracting 
outside investments specifically the attraction 
of Foreign Direct Investments (FDI) and hard 

infrastructure investments.

Massive grants, subsidized loans aimed at 
inward investing manufacturers, tax breaks, 

subsidized hard infrastructure investments and 
expensive “low road” industrial recruitment 

techniques. 

Second: 1980s–1990s

The retention and growth of existing local 
businesses, still with an emphasis on inward 

investment attraction, targeting specific sectors 
and geographical areas.

Direct payments to individual businesses, busi-
ness incubators/workspace, advice and training 

for small and medium-sized firms, technical 
support, business start-up support and soft and 

hard infrastructure support.

Third: Later 1990s – onwards

Make businesses more conducive; focus on soft 
infrastructure, public-private partnership sec-
tor investments for the public good and highly 
targeted inward investment attraction to add to 

the competitive advantages of local areas.

Developing a holistic strategy aimed at grow-
ing local firms, providing a competitive local 
investment climate, supporting and encourag-

ing network and collaboration, encouraging the 
development of business clusters, stimulating 

workforce development and education.
Source: [11, 12]

This attests to the fact the LED has been in motion for decades and has over time been read-
justed depending on the needs and development prospects of that particular period. By narrowing 
this down to South Africa, LED became a more prominent phenomenon from the 1990s, and was 
driven by legal requirements; inequalities and socio-economic ills caused the destabilization pol-
icies of the National Party’s (NP) to the majority black population. The NP governed the Union of 
South Africa. It came into power in 1948 and was at the helm until 1994 and eventually dissem-
inated in 1997. Some of its policies included but were not limited to the segregation arrangement 
of apartheid and to promote white minority rule [13]. In this vein, given the deep-rooted effects 
of the NPs destabilization policies on South African society, an imperative was undertaken by the 
ANC government to commit to transformation through blueprints, aimed at enhancing economic 
growth [14, 15]. 

The ANC had the perception that LED may empower community development projects 
that aimed to stimulate economic growth and sustainability, which in most cases would involve 
improvements in education facilities, infrastructure and discovery or development of natural re-
sources [16]

3. 3. Dawn of a Democratic Era in Post-Apartheid South Africa: A Robust Need for 
Coherent Development Strategies

There is a view that traditional macro-economic policies have in the past not been successful 
in creating an enabling development environment because of the ever-changing policies in the post-
cold war era that have been disruptive, coupled with the fact that different nations vary in terms 
of their economic development dynamics [17]. Throughout the Western world, global economic 
restructuring has forced cities to undertake LED planning. Apart from global economic problems, 
affecting industrialized countries alike, there are two main reasons, attracting countries to LED. 
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Firstly, it is the pursuit of decentralization and the responsibility of encouraging economic develop-
ment and secondly, challenges of unemployment and high poverty levels, especially in developing 
countries [18]. 

The apartheid government’s destabilization policies, based upon racial discrimination, was 
characterised by a robust focus on central planning and control and almost no role for local authori-
ties in economic planning and development. There was too an extent clear policy of neglect towards 
many areas, occupied by the black population. Since the 1970s, South Africa had experienced 
serious economic (sanctions, debt, violent demonstrations, internal and external rebellions and so 
forth) crises, influenced in part by the global recession as well as apartheid; some of these chal-
lenges were deteriorated by the economic sanctions, imposed by the international community to 
force the NP government to end apartheid [19]. In South Africa, throughout the apartheid era with 
the NP in power, the provision and accessibility of basic services was skewed and predominantly 
favoured the minority white population.

It should be no surprise, that the weight of our history impedes attempts to create a prosper-
ous society [20]. After decades of apartheid racial policies, the new South African government that 
emerged under the leadership of the late Nelson Mandela remains one of the most unequal societies 
in the world as both social and spatial inequality are features of everyday life in South Africa [21]. 
With the demise of apartheid and South Africa’s reintegration into global and continental politics, 
post the democratic era and with the ANC government at the helm, the notion and scholarly interest 
on the nexus between LED and development took centre stage from the Mandela administration. 
LED could inspire much needed socio-economic development as a result of apartheid regimes 
destabilization policies that had left the majority black population crippling for much-needed re-
sources, such as housing, healthcare and education among others [22–24]. 

Indeed, to the ANC government, LED was seen as both a short and long term approach, 
geared to stimulate local people to work collectively, achieve economic growth and development, 
thereby inspiring economic benefits and improved quality of life [25]. The Tripartite Alliance, 
consisting of the ANC, Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU) and the South Af-
rican Communist Party (SACP), launched the ambitious Reconstruction and Development Pro-
gramme (RDP) before the 1994 elections and was formalized in September 1994 and intended to 
address the vast social and spatial inequalities, engendered by years of apartheid policies [26]. 

The RDP aimed to generate new employment opportunities as an approach, which could 
have a significant impact on livelihoods and poverty alleviation of millions of South Africans. Nev-
ertheless, the targets, set by the RDP to meet the basic levels of the poor, living in poverty, develop 
human resources and restructure the economy, were seen as unrealistic from the onset. In the same 
length, [27, 28] noted that the RDP suffered from lack of funding, challenges from effective imple-
mentation together with pressure from local and international capital. Two years down the line, the 
government’s apparent pressing need for a new economic growth strategy led to the launch of the 
macro-economic policy, known as the Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) in 1996. 

The GEAR blueprint seemed more open than the RDP as it emphasised the role of the 
private sector in the economic development process. GEAR stressed market-led growth, fiscal 
and monetary discipline and investor confidence. In essence, GEAR intended to inspire economic 
growth through increased foreign investments. Nonetheless, just like the RDP, the GEAR did not 
yield the envisioned growth results as some of its targets, such as 6 % growth and 1.3 million jobs 
by 2000 were overly optimistic [29]. From here onwards, significant social ills that were facing 
the general populace (mostly blacks) had to be further redressed [30]. LED was thus motivated by 
appalling levels of poverty, unemployment, under-utilization of human potential, the dire need to 
address the country’s apartheid legacy and wealth creation. In the aftermath of the 1994 general 
elections, national, regional and local government’s spheres became gradually involved in LED, 
driven by a range of development policy documents. This is even though the development and im-
plementation of LED strategies have been different in different parts of South Africa. 

This is because it was only after the December 2000 local government elections that most 
pieces of land in South Africa fell under the jurisdiction of a municipality. Hence, in many areas, 
the concept and ideas of LED are new and being put in motion [31]. However, in an attempt to en-
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sure that local authorities adhere to the focus of LED as a priority, it is now compulsory for all local 
authorities to draw up an annual five year IDP that must contain a LED strategy. 

The advantages of LED include:
I. LED empowers and ensures local participation.
II. Local people can play a part in planning their economic future
III. LED ensures that local businesses are involved in community development and 
IV. LED ensures that local development is locality-based and focused on local comparative 

advantage [32].
On the other hand, some of the key (see table 2) elements of LED encompass:

Table 2
Showing key elements of LED

Element Envisioned Benefit(s)
Public-Private Partnerships To assess/seize the economic comparative advantage.

Regional Approach Leveraging the resources from surrounding areas.
Small business Approach Innovation, private investment and employment creation.

Sector-Cluster Approach Support the most promising sectors by bringing together businesses, educational institu-
tions, Non-Profit Organizations (NPOs) and government.

Source: [33]

For development to be successful, effective and sustainable LED planning should cover 
short, medium and long plan strategies. These should also consist of supporting and empowering 
all communities, in particular the poor [34]. However, 28 years after the democratic transition, 
many of the country’s development and unemployment challenges remain unresolved despite a 
plethora of development policy documents. Such has over the years made the government recon-
sider what tools are available to address the country’s ever-increasing development backlog [35]. 

We argue that development strategies (and this is from a broader African perspective) need 
to focus more on local self-help and community self-reliance, which has been immensely over-
looked in South Africa. Structural adjustment, drought, political instability and constant failure of 
top-down development schemes have forced many African heads of states to look inward at their 
resources and skills as a means to cope with the harsh realities of the modern global economy. Giv-
en South Africa’s relatively robust economy and the quality of infrastructure, resources base and 
human capital, the country has not experienced levels of economic debilitation to the same degree 
as many African countries. Nevertheless, it has continued to remain a highly unequal society irre-
spective of the immense policy documents that have been implemented over the past two decades.

3. 4. South Africa’s LED Frameworks Post-1994: Challenges Encountered
LED may offer a more people-centred and locality specific alternative to the structured 

adjustment programmes that have over the years dominated the African development spectrum. 
From an Afrocentric perspective, LED (like any other developmental blueprints post the colonial 
and apartheid eras) is potentially a very powerful tool to spearhead regional integration, however, it 
remains constrained by several factors, encompassing but not limited to lack of needed resources, 
FDI, ramped corruption, maladministration, poor governance and so forth [36].

While the grand plan of the democratic government post-1994 has been to uplift the general 
livelihood of the black population, immense economic challenges have made this hard to achieve. 
Getting LED to be progressive and successful in South Africa is a vital success factor in address-
ing the current socio-economic ills currently been experienced by millions of people. Because of 
apartheid, the huge infrastructure backlogs, capacity constraints and low tax base in many South 
African areas mean that smaller municipalities pursue only to meet instant needs in terms of pro-
viding basic services. In such conditions, the likelihood of pursuing economic development blue-
prints takes a back seat. 

Similarly, throughout South Africa, there is no general role for the private sector in LED 
initiatives. Such tensions between the public and private sector are compounded by the fact that 
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the private sector is largely white-owned while on the other hand, the public sector is a black-dom-
inated structure. There is also considerable overlap between the roles and responsibilities of LED 
stakeholders in South Africa, especially at the national level. Thus, there is a need for closer coop-
eration between all LED stakeholders to avoid impediments on tasks and to establish complemen-
tary roles for governments departments and stakeholders [37]. Certainly, there seems to be a lack of 
awareness and understanding of the most appropriate scale of accomplishing LED in South Africa. 
LED should be a scale that facilitates the creation of trust, cooperation and innovation across lead-
ing stakeholders to the benefit of the people.

However, [38] points out, there continues to be a conception by LED practitioners that LED 
is not taken seriously by some South African local governments and instead relegated to a back-
room function with no political importance, hence, the limited success of LED projects in and 
around most municipalities in South Africa. Other key development concerns include:

I. A lack of common understanding of the role of LED and its processes
II. An increasing urban-rural divide in LED processes and practices
III. The practical spatial constraints of economic planning at the local level
IV. A less than effective, working relationship between provinces, districts and local au-

thorities
V. A lack of effective LED networks in many areas
VI. The inability of many local authorities to clearly define LED strategy within the broader 

IDP process and
VII. A lack of planning resources and capacity [39].
Some of the above challenges are because most municipalities do not possess adequate eco-

nomic growth strategies that are implementable and thus are unable to address the challenges of 
poverty and unemployment, coupled with poor governance in most national, provincial and local 
government spheres of government. In this vein, governance is defined as the provision of the 
political, social and economic goods that a citizen has a right to expect from the state and the state 
has a responsibility to deliver to the citizen(s). Embodied ineffective governance is the procedures, 
mechanisms, and policies that deliver essential public goods and services by the citizen(s), includ-
ing safety and security, political participation, human development and the rule of law. 

However, a persistent delivery deficit thwarts these norms from being transformed into au-
thenticity. Again, just like in most African countries, political violence and interference have over 
the last few decades attributed to the lack of much-needed development. At the municipal level, 
political instability, corruption, incompetent staff have surfaced thick and fast post democratiza-
tion, which have brought with them dire effects on service delivery at the local level. Therefore, we 
argue that it becomes impossible to render effective and robust LED blueprints as some govern-
ment officials tend to loot resources, meant to enhance economic growth. It comes as no surprise 
that Ratings Afrika’s (2019) Municipal Financial Sustainability Index (MFSI) shows the (Table 3) 
constant deterioration at South African municipalities [40].

Table 3
Showing Average Municipal Financial Sustainability Index Scores by Province

Province 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
Eastern Cape 34 32 31 28 29

Free State 24 24 23 21 21
Gauteng 32 33 31 32 31

KwaZulu-Natal 52 47 46 44 41
Limpopo 42 49 39 30 32

Mpumalanga 30 30 30 31 30
Northern Cape 51 46 40 35 35

North West 27 29 24 29 25
Western Cape 56 57 59 58 59

National Average 42 40 49 38 39

Source: [41]
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The above statistics fairly attest to the fact that most municipalities are failing dismally in 
their governance responsibilities and being accountable for their expenditure actions. Undeniably, 
this further impedes their quest to render robust and tangible LED projects to their general popu-
lace. Apart from the Western Cape that has been performing relatively well in the last five years, 
from the latest rankings, out of a score of 100, most municipalities in the country’s nine provinces 
scored below 40 and made up an average of 37. 

The 2019 Municipal Report by the Auditor-General, which submits that 8 % of South Afri-
ca’s 257 municipalities received clean audits in the 2017/2018 financial year, further attests to such 
poor performance, on the other hand, irregular expenditure, accumulated to ZAR 32 billion. This 
paints a dark picture that the majority of municipalities are in serious financial problems and are 
thus likely to be dysfunctional in crucial service delivery programmes. Issues, such as poverty, 
greed, inequality, corruption, nepotism and lack of social cohesion, normally drive these. Likewise, 
the researchers argue that another prominent issue worth pointing out is that of political violence, 
South Africa’s transition from apartheid to democracy was marked by immense political violence 
between the ANC guerrillas and the apartheid government; however, 28 years later, there has also 
been a rise in local government-related political violence against politicians, councillors and senior 
municipal officials [42] This has undeniably undermined institutional performance and the func-
tionality of some municipalities. To exemplify this, recorded analyses of political violence (Тable 4) 
against municipal officials for the period 2000–2018 were as follows.

Table 4
Showing politically related violence for the period 2000–2018

Government Officials Assassination(s) Attempted 
Assassination

Damage to property of 
Councillors/officials Threats Injuries Grand 

Total
Councillor(s) 89 12 29 31 25 186

Municipal Manager(s) 2 N/A N/A 1 N/A 3
Senior Municipal Officials 2 N/A 1 N/A N/A 3

Other 10 N/A N/A N/A 1 11
Grand Total 103 12 30 32 26 203

NB: N/A denotes the non-availability of results. Other denotes other key affiliated municipal individuals in the decision making 
process. Source: Salga, [43]

These results were obtained from the dataset that was created by analysing media reports 
and information, obtained from municipalities and table 4, provides an overview of some of the 
incidents, experienced by municipal officials. Such violence impedes the smooth running of mu-
nicipalities and affects the rate of service delivery in some parts of South Africa as it influences 
vital decision-making processes and the adoption of important development resolutions in munic-
ipal councils. Apart from this and similarly related, many South African municipalities remain 
unclear about the meaning of LED and how to efficiently implement it, such stems from the notion 
of non-clarification of roles/duties among the national government, provinces, municipalities, civil 
society and the private sector. Thus, it results in different players, playing diverse roles and possess-
ing different understanding and interpretations of LED policies. Indeed, not only does this become 
contradictory to the involved role players, but also hinders the fundamental role in the implemen-
tation and monitoring of LED frameworks. 

While the above challenges are just some of the common cases in most parts of South Africa 
particularly in rural areas, to anyone who follows current African politics, hardly a month would 
pass without any news on corruption, further bringing the light to the enormous magnitude to both 
the economic and political development of any African state [44]. While the Mandela administra-
tion came with national jubilations nationally, over the last few years, corruption has become a 
persistent phenomenon in South Africa. From corruption in the public sector to allegations of cor-
rupt practices from cabinet ministers, state capture and illegal upgrade of former president Jacob 
Zuma’s Nkandla residence have over the years surfaced thick and fast particularly from the ruling 
ANC [45]. 
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In his 2019 budget speech, South African finance minister Tito Mboweni rightfully stated 
that State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) posed a “very serious risk” to the state’s finances and further 
articulating that they were becoming a huge liability that was impeding development. His state-
ment is due to the huge amounts of bailouts SOEs have received over the years from the government 
because of corruption and maladministration, amounting to billions of ZARs. These funds, some 
meant for other development projects, are diverted to bail out struggling SOEs that have included 
power utility ESKOM, South African Airways (SAA), defence equipment manufacturer DENEL 
and state broadcaster the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC). 

This is even though democratic South Africa is home to one of the best anti-corruption 
agencies in Africa. These include but are not limited to the National Prosecuting Authority (NPA), 
Anti-Corruption Task Team (ACTT), the Asset Forfeiture Unit (AFU), the Public Protector, South 
African Police Services (SAPS), National Anti-Corruption Forum, South African Revenue Ser-
vice (SARS), Independent Police Investigative Unit (IPID), Corruption Watch, the Financial Intelli-
gence Centre (FIC), the Directorate for Priority Crime Investigations (DPCI) and the Auditor-Gen-
eral of South Africa (AGSA) [44]. Political trust is important for any element of a country and is 
an indication of a healthy democratic rule, therefore, any state will find it difficult without the 
degree of trust in its leaders [46]. Drawing from such sentiments, it is no wonder that most African 
countries (South Africa included) lack credible trust in their governments to deliver much needed 
economic growth driven policies post the colonial and apartheid eras.

4. Discussion
4. 1. Looking into the Future: Probable Directions for LED in South Africa 
While some of the challenges, affecting South Africa’s LED frameworks, have been con-

cisely touched on, what remedies may be utilized moving forward. To be able to efficiently tackle 
poverty through both economic and rural development, it is of importance that such paradigms and 
their influence are understood. A vital means of achieving tangible LED is through partnership and 
joint ventures with other communities, relevant authorities, local government and the private sec-
tor. LED should thus be understood as a partnership venture between different actors and not just 
a local government blueprint idea. Again, most rural areas and townships require ample amount of 
support, facilitation and finance from third party funders and in most cases, this is the role, played 
by the private sector, and it is the responsibility of the government to stimulate social, economic 
and political conditions for this to take place [47]. 

The weak and unavailability of crucial resources at the local level emphasises the dire need 
for integration with the private sector as it acts as a resource provider in development activities 
by contributing in material (finance) or non-material (expertise, network, data) assistance. It is at 
this point that the authors argue that to robustly carry out national development plans and enhance 
innovation and entrepreneurship within the economy, those in higher government positions ought 
to take LED more seriously. In addition, to promote development, a professional, efficient, and 
competent civil service is required. An efficient and robust political structure, levels of civic edu-
cation and political parties may all play a significant role in this regard by putting more emphasis 
on development. Coming up and implementing such mechanisms should be in the form of a partic-
ipatory process that should comprise all applicable stakeholders both public and private. Some but 
not all constitutions in Africa provide a special provision for civil society to play an oversight role 
over the function of democratic institutions and monitor the function of governments [48]. Civil 
society plays a pivotal role in defending the rights of disadvantaged communities and delivering 
essential services where the government has shown a deficiency in. For a more robust LED frame-
work, some of the following may be adhered to. The creation of a clear distinction between LED 
and community development initiative, refrain from solving problems by throwing money into 
the problem, robust and on-ongoing analysis of local economic sectors, address market failures, 
enhance business and entrepreneurship development, maximise existing local resources, such as 
finance, natural resources, human skills and the link between the public and private sector. LED 
success regarding implementation is depended on six key components [49].
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I. Leadership at the local level between local businesses and the community
II. An enabling economic environment
III. The local youth must be involved through youth development programmes
IV. Job creation potential must exist, relating to sustainable employment
V. Availability of capacity and skills on all levels of the economy and
VI. All efforts must lead to poverty alleviation and improvement in the quality of life. 
The authors tend to agree with the robust views of the author in a sense that there cannot be 

any tangible development, taking place without partnerships between different sectors and involv-
ing people to have their say in any development driven community project(s). Indeed, while these 
must be beneficial to the people, they should also provide some sort of employment opportunities, 
whether short or long term, thus improving the quality of life. 

Three core frameworks that consist of enterprise, locality and community should drive 
LED [50]. From an enterprise perspective, these scholars posit that this comprises initiatives that 
assist strengthen both the economic base and competitiveness of a locality through improved ac-
cess of local enterprises to market opportunities and enhanced collective efficiency and business. 
The second core (locality) pertains to the improvement in social, economic and environmental 
conditions, in which businesses operate within a given territory and includes the strengthening of 
both tangible and intangible location factors. 

To these scholars, this sphere of LED is pivotal both socially and economically in the form 
of infrastructure, housing and municipal services. In this core, planning is of robust importance 
and local government is in the best position to carry it out. The final score (community) relates to 
the improvement in housing, health, education and welfare conditions of individuals, households 
and communities within a locality. While development-driven initiatives are easier said than done 
because of the ever-increasing population statistics, unemployment and poverty, particularly from 
an Afrocentric viewpoint. The opportunity to draw and implement LED strategies in South Africa 
is a complex one and indeed, it is in dire need of fundamental restructuring from a national point 
of view and within local government. 

The focal point here will be for the government to root out corruption and stimulate econom-
ic growth through employment opportunities if any development is to gradually take place. Public 
investments in infrastructure should be initiated and spearheaded by government departments and 
municipalities, this could stimulate and boost local economies and thereby generate employment 
opportunities and poverty alleviation [50]. State-Owned financial institutions, such as the Develop-
ment Bank of Southern Africa (DBSA) and the Industrial Development Corporation (IDC), should 
make finance available for critical LED projects. Since its formation in 1993, the bank has over the 
last three decades played a substantial role in financing large-scale infrastructural projects (energy, 
transportation, information technology and so forth) both in the private and public sector with the 
view of enhancing regional integration. 

In Southern Africa, these have comprised of the Lesotho Highlands Water Project (LHWP), 
the Mozal Aluminium Smelter in Mozambique, the Sasol Natural Gas Project, a Tanzanian paper 
mill, loans to Zambian state-owned electricity utility ZESCO, the upgrading of the Ohorong centre 
plant in Namibia, the Kariba North Bank Hydro Power in Namibia among other projects. These 
institutions have since the demise of apartheid played critical integration roles towards infrastruc-
ture provision not only in South Africa but also in Southern Africa and Africa at large. In this vein, 
their financial boost may undeniably stimulate internal LED projects. With such financial support, 
however, the authors argue that because of high levels of corruption and maladministration, any 
financial backing ought to come with robust strings attached. From our view, these should have a 
clear budget, different and critical role players and robust monitoring mechanism(s). Such that if 
these are not adhered to, the municipality and/or government department should reimburse the full 
cost(s) of any wasteful expenditure with interest. 

These stringent measures could perhaps send a clear message to government departments 
and municipalities that government funds are not to be looted at the expense of the public. Moving 
forward, the South African developmental agenda looks very bleak, debt, corruption and unem-
ployment continue to draw the attention of policymakers and government. The recent yet unfore-
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seen Coronavirus (Covid-19) has further made the government dig deep into its pockets to keep 
the country afloat and the pandemic has further shown the major development backlogs that still 
prevail 28 years into democracy. How the Ramaphosa administration will (moving forward) tackle 
such development backlogs that have existed for more than two decades will remain followed and 
challenged in the public sphere.

Limitations. As we have already alluded to earlier, the study relied heavily on secondary 
data and this formed the crux of the research that was undertaken. Thus, a major limitation was that 
the researchers could not gather robust evidence through a primary data point of view. This could 
have assisted in not only verifying but also comparing both secondary and primary facts to draw a 
nuanced appraisal on LED in South Africa by also drawing insights at the grass-root level. For fu-
ture research and moving forward, it would be useful for any researcher(s) to apply both secondary 
and primary data approaches on LED to further enrich the findings. 

5. Conclusion
The article aimed to ponder the notion of LED in South Africa post democratization. LED 

is not a new phenomenon and has been practised worldwide for many decades because of the en-
visioned gains, expected from it. From an Afrocentric perspective and South Africa in particular, 
because of the immense destabilization policies of the apartheid regime, post-1994, South Africa 
has continued to witness massive amounts of social ills. From 1994, LED was viewed as an imper-
ative doctrine to alter such ills. Nonetheless, this has been a bumpy road for the South African gov-
ernment; challenges, such as rising unemployment, poverty, corruption, population growth, have 
further hindered LED frameworks. Hence, moving forward, it is of importance that all relevant 
stakeholders look at LED from the same viewpoint, that of working cooperatively, limiting irreg-
ularities between stakeholders to bear the envisioned benefits, which are economic development.
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