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ABSTRACT: The economic development strategy of Durban, 
South Africa, with its ‘neoliberal-nationalist’ management’s 
emphasis on sports tourism and commercial exports, is likely to 
fall prey to both internal and external contradictions. The 
former category includes a Polanyian ‘double movement’
associated with the gentrification and resistance in key Durban 
inner-city sites (e.g. Warwick Junction and the Point) and 
working-class townships. There are also  external 
contradictions, including climate change, whose impact upon 
tourism and shipping will be potentially debilitating. In spite of 
the dominant roles of the traditional port (Africa's largest), a
new trade port, a new airport, two stadiums (with a bid for the 
2020 Olympics in the wake of the 2010 World Cup semi-final 
hosting), and a probable fast-train to Johannesburg, there is yet 
potential for undoing mistaken urban development strategies in 
coming years, because of the limits to Durban’s pursuit of 
‘interurban entrepreneurial competition’.



Harvey (1989) on interurban 
entrepreneurial competition resulting from

the difficulties that have beset capitalist economies 
since the recession of 1973. Deindustrialisation, 
widespread and seemingly ‘structural’ unemployment, 
fiscal austerity at both the national and local levels, all 
coupled with a rising tide of neoconservatism and 
much stronger appeal (though often more in theory 
than in practice) to market rationality and 
privatisation, provide a backdrop to understanding 
why so many urban governments, often of quite 
different political persuasions and armed with very 
different legal and political powers, have all taken a 
broadly similar direction.



Harvey (1989) on interurban 
entrepreneurial competition

to the degree that interurban competition becomes 
more potent, it will almost certainly operate as an 
‘external coercive power’ over individual cities to 
bring them closer into line with the discipline and 
logic of capitalist development. It may even force 
repetitive and serial reproduction of certain 
patterns of development (such as the serial 
reproduction of ‘world trade centers’ or of new 
cultural and entertainment centers, of waterfront 
development, of postmodern shopping malls, and 
the like).



are limits due to structure or agency?
Michael Sutcliffe: Durban 
City Manager, 2003-11(?)



Michael Sutcliffe, AAG’s
James R. Anderson Medal of Honor 
in Applied Geography, 2008

The Medal of Honor is the highest honor which Applied Geography can 
bestow and is awarded by the Board of Directors of Applied Geography in 
recognition of the most distinguished service to the profession of 
geography… A medal is so distinctive an honor that it is bestowed only of 
the accomplishments are truly outstanding … The nominators should feel 
certain that the nominee's achievements have sufficient distinction to make 
them notable contributions to the advancement of the profession, and 
should remember that the age, personality, and popularity of a nominee do 
not, of themselves, constitute a notable contribution, and that the honor is 
not an award for the nominee's industry or success…
Public Service. 
Public service is a field in which the geographer, because of training and 
experience, may be of inestimable value to the community. Leadership in 
the wide spectrum of community affairs offers exceptional opportunities to 
the geographer to earn distinction. This effort should have been sustained 
over a period of time, have gained more than usual recognition by co-
workers, public officials and fellow citizens, and have clearly influenced 
the progress of the community.



Michael Sutcliffe, AAG’s
Gilbert F. White Distinguished 
Public Service Honor, 2007

reality check: MDB a decentralised disaster 
for numerous high-profile protest sites: 
Khutsong, Balfour, Bushbuckridge, 
Matatiele, Moutse – several reversals



is Sutcliffe Durban’s 
Hausmann or Moses? 

2020 Olympics

gentrification, crony-privatisation

$500m corruption
scandal over fast-

track crony 
tenders, Feb 2011



sorting out structure/struggle: 
‘was he pushed or did he jump’?
‘globalisation made me do it!’

1. governance in era of neoliberal management
2. interurban competition: sports tourism case
3. infrastructure: transport, water, energy/climate



‘Durban’s most hated man’, Sunday Times, 10 October 2009
Sutcliffe, who admits that he is probably the most-hated man in Durban, says his critics are 

"laggards, wimps and whingers". 
To the DA, Sutcliffe, who took up the job in 2002, is a racist, a "baiter of minorities" who runs 

the city with an iron fist to the detriment of its residents in general and minorities in 
particular. 

To the Left, he is the face of "neo-liberal" policy, a city official whose decision-making is out 
of step with ANC policy and whose agenda makes him no friend of the working class.

To ratepayers' bodies he is a high-handed autocrat who forces unpopular decisions down 
their throats. 

Residents heckle Sutcliffe when he walks on the beach and boo when he is acknowledged at 
public events, while the Internet abounds with blogs attacking him. 

Sutcliffe acknowledges his unpopularity, but is dismissive of his detractors. He says white 
Durbanites, whose quality of life has increased significantly in the city, would do better if 
they "took a step back and used their intellect and education to understand that they 
have led wonderful lives". 

Sutcliffe conceded it was "very hard" to deal with the "vitriolic" attacks on himself and his 
family. 

"When my wife, Felicity, and I walk on the beach people say the most horrible things. It's not 
nice to walk into a restaurant and have every table leer at you," he said. 

At a recent KwaZulu-Natal Philharmonic Orchestra performance, he was booed loudly on
being introduced by director Bongani Tembe. 

"I said to myself, is that what makes them happy? (It must be) some kind of white-male penis 
thing." 

The ANC has derided claims that Sutcliffe would be dumped after the World Cup in 2010, 
with the chairman of the eThekwini region, John Mchunu, saying the party was "very 
happy" with Sutcliffe's performance. 



neoliberal structural processes in SA
GDP by sector & current account deficit (Rmn, 2005 prices)

1) globalisation vulnerability (current account deficit)
2) financialisation (rise in GDP share)

2009 current account 
recovery due  to fewer 

Imports and profit outflows 



current account deficit from 2001 
mainly due to dividend/profit/interest outflows

to new financial hq in London



The Economist, 25 Feb 2009

world’s most risky emerging market



five currency crashes, 1996-2008



interest rate rise from 1994
source: UNDP SA HDR 2003

highest ‘real’ rate in SA’s modern history

trigger: removal of financial rand 
exchange controls, March 1995



SA’s extremely high interest rates:
long-term real interest rates, February 2011



who wins? banking profits amongst world’s 
highest (return on equity, 1996-2005)

Source: ABSA Bank testimony to Competition Commission



Capital 
escapes to                                      

London

investment reactions: capital strike

SA’s biggest firms moved offshore, many after getting permission 
by Trevor Manuel to relist financial hq on London Stock Exchange

Anglo American, DeBeers, Old Mutual, SA 
Breweries, Didata (following Gencor, Liberty Life) 



key factor: overproduction
(proxy: manufacturing capacity utilisation) 



belated fixed investment rise: state megaprojects
(e.g. stadia, Gautrain, Medupi, Coega, SAA, arms) –

but domestic savings don’t keep up

Source: SA Treasury
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to pay for imports and capital 
outflows, rapid rise in SA foreign 

debt, 2000s (now $100 billion)



economic ‘growth’ of 2000s driven by consumers, 
in turn driven by untenable credit surge

Source: IMF



consumer debt reaches unprecedented heights

Source: SA Treasury
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Limits: credit card and home mortgage bond
‘non-performing loans’ soared since 2007

Source: IMF Executive Board Article IV Consultation, October 2008



world’s highest 
property bubble
389% rise, 1997-2008

responsible for explosion 
of construction, finance



housing prices crash, 
2010 World Cup filip, another crash 

double dip



doubling of unemployment after 1994 was key 
factor in SA leading large-country inequality

Source: International Monetary Fund Article 4 Consultation, Staff Report, September 2009





•Durban 1: (mal)governance in an 
era of neoliberal management

- urban efficiency = municipal neoliberalism
- new Growth Coalition (‘crony capitalism’)

- nationalist globalisation (inviting in World Bank)
- suppression of progressive internationalism
- re-invoking racial divide-and-rule strategies

- gentrification of sports/beach precincts 
- suppression of all high-profile dissent

- police brutality, activist deaths, assassinations
Sajida Khan, Marcel King, Michael Makhabane, Jimmy Mtolo, Rajah 

Naidoo, Mthoko Nkwanyana, Ahmed Osman, Mbongeleni Zondi

Andries Tatane killed in 
Ficksburg service delivery 

protest, 13 April 2011

Mercury front page, 13 April 2011



•Durban 2: sports tourism as 
Local Economic Development

(and limits within social/labour/eco critiques)
- Monaco-style sports car racing – unsustainable
- clearing of ‘sports precinct’: Warwick Junction 

informal traders (victorious after battle with 
police) and fisherfolk off main beach piers
- Fifa World Cup 2010 and Olympics 2020



Durban’s Moses Mabhida:
R3.1 bn ($390mn) 

‘Alien’s Handbag’

out of sight: vast backlogs of housing, 
water/sanitation, electricity, clinics





Trevor Phillips, former CEO   .
of Premier Soccer League:     .

“What the hell are we going to do with a 70,000-
seater football stadium in Durban once the World 
Cup is over? Durban has two football teams which 

attract crowds of only a few thousand. It would 
have been more sensible to have built smaller 
stadiums nearer the football-loving heartlands 
and used the surplus funds to have constructed 

training facilities in the townships.”

so who uses Mabhida
after July 2010?

(Sharks champion rugby team 
said ‘no’ – old, next-door, 52,000-

seat stadium is even better)



ongoing
anti-FIFA
protest: 

Stallion Security workers against labour 
broking, informal traders facing 

restrictions, displaced Durban fisherfolk, CT 
residents of N2 Gateway project forcibly 

removed, construction workers, AIDS 
activists prevented from distributing 

condoms, environmentalists concerned 
about World Cup’s offset ‘greenwashing’, 

Mbombela students who lost school, 
disability rights advocates, poor towns’

residents demanding provincial rezoning
SA Transport and Allied Workers 

Union wage strike, 2010
construction workers strike, 2008

Durban’s Warwick Early Morning Market: 
anti-displacement protest, 2009

Stallion Security guards in DurbanStallion Security guards in Durban



Durban street protest, June 16



•Durban 3: infrastructure
- new, unnecessary $1bn King Shaka airport 
(SAA dropped Dbn-CT!) and Dube trade port

- harbour expansion – carbon tax constraints?
- highways akin to Engels on Manchester, 1844 

(Sutcliffe: “I am a Marxist geographer.”)
- bus privatisation disaster

- water innovations in Free Basic Water and 
Urinary Diversion sanitation; unjust bulk supply  

and crises in sewage piping, maintenance
- energy, high-emissions corporations, petro-

chemicals, auto factories, container transport, 
dubious CDM at Africa’s largest landfill (Bisasar

Rd), hosting of Conference of the Parties 17, 
Nov-Dec 2008: climate justice backlash?



Durban’s new airport 
failed its main mandate 

on 7 July 2010

but was this airport, far north of the city, necessary?
•old Durban International had excess capacity until 2017
•neglects tourism trends, climate change, carbon taxes
•extreme distance, doubled taxi fare, no public transport 

(superfluous) R8 billion ($1.2bn) 
King Shaka International Airport

just before semi-final game 
(Spain/Germany), Fifa and other VIPs 

hogged parking bays with private jets: 
eight flights with more than 1000 fans 

were redirected to other cities



Science magazine 
celebrates Durban water, Feb 2008

Reality: water price rises, lower consumption, sanitation 
protest, bulk infrastructure failure, maintenance breakdown



Durban: lowest-income 1/3 cut back consumption 
dramatically as water price doubled in real terms:
very high second-block tariff change, 1997-2004

Source: Reg Bailey and Chris Buckley (2004), 
‘Modelling Domestic Water Tariffs’, UKZN.
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