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Urban NGOs in Transition: The Case of Johannesburg, 
South Africa  

 
Brian Moholo with Leo Thomas and Jon Taylor 

 
Since 1994 the process of urbanisation in Johannesburg has taken place within the context of a 
difficult transition from apartheid rule to democracy. South African NGOs, once recognised 
internationally as a key element of civil society in the fight against apartheid, have been forced 
to re-invent themselves in order to justify their continued funding. Whilst the democratic 
government has placed a new emphasis on local authority interventions, many NGOs have 
overseen a shift in their role from awareness-raising and social mobilisation to basic service 
delivery. Meanwhile, a growing urban population has stretched the city’s economic, social and 
physical infrastructure to the point where state mechanisms for the alleviation of poverty are 
unable to cope. This has brought NGOs into direct contact with local government councils, yet a 
clear and formal relationship between the two actors has yet to be institutionalised.  
 
This paper questions the capacity of local government to fulfil this central role, especially since 
many of the social, legal and spatial structures of apartheid continue to obstruct the state’s 
development. NGOs are beginning to realise that to influence trends in urban development their 
role must be extended, but their capacity to complete this task successfully is still in doubt. This 
dilemma raises important questions concerning the ability of NGOs to form good working 
relationships with state actors capable of effectively reaching the urban poor. This report 
examines examples of successful NGO interventions in the housing sector and attempts to 
outline areas in which these practices could be improved.   
 
The paper is the outcome of a detailed examination of the NGO sector in Johannesburg between 
1997 and 1998. The research identifies the characteristics of 24 NGOs and analyses issues 
relating to their resource constraints, internal organisation and strategic policies. It also 
examines the role of collaboration and institutional learning in enhancing operational 
effectiveness, programme sustainability and partnership formation. The study ultimately aims to 
assess how effective Johannesburg’s NGOs are in reaching the city’s poor. 
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The INTRAC Occasional Papers Series 
 
This paper is part of a series of five Occasional Papers which look at the role of urban NGOs in 
the South. Additional publications are based on research conducted in Bangladesh, Ethiopia, 
India and Peru. These studies are designed to inform development practitioners and stimulate 
debate concerning development policy and practice, with particular reference to the NGO sector. 
The perspectives are derived from INTRAC’s own research, training and consultancy work with 
development agencies in both the North and the South.  
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