
The history of intersectoral
cooperation on climate change
and transformative riverine
management
Geoff Tooley
Senior Manager: Catchment Management at eThekwini
Municipality

Ethekwini tried a top down (i.e. policy-driven) approach to include climate change in the
operations of the city and this was largely unsuccessful as climate change was primarily
seen as an environmental issue by municipal technical sectors.

Dr Debra Roberts from the Environmental Planning and Climate Protection Department
began a process of identifying individuals within the different sectors of the municipality that
were sympathetic to the climate change agenda and could see the potential relevance to
their work, and then set about capacitating these individuals to understand the specific
threats of climate change to their sectors. This involved fostering “sector champions”, or
“climate change moles”, who worked within their sectors to shift the understanding of their
colleagues towards climate change threats to their sector/ work.

The initial sectors involved in this process were the stormwater and catchment
management, sea level rise management, water, health and biodiversity protection sectors
and out of this initial collaboration came the Municipal Adaptation Plan for the Water, Health
and Disaster Management sectors.

This work resulted in good relationships between individuals within different sectors.

It was around the time of the above work, that the Durban Bremen partnership was
introduced to the group. We were informed that there was a team of officials arriving from
Bremen and there was a need to come together to identify the challenges being faced by
the city. This was the catalyst for the team working together on developing the concept of a
lighthouse project on the Umhlangane river system within eThekwini. The idea of a system
approach to river management and interventions began to take form.

The formalization of the Durban-Bremen partnership at a political level gave the team
leverage to justify the time spent together to work on this project as well as the support of
senior management.



Some of the team members were fortunate to travel to Bremen to look at the issues and
successes in Bremen which further cemented the trust and relationships between these
members from different sectors. We grew to know more about each other’s sector and
support each other as we exposed the interconnectedness between the work we all did in
working towards a more resilient city in the face of the climate change threat.

The Durban-Bremen partnership then opened the way for Durban to apply through Bremen
for BMZ grant funding and we were successful in obtaining this funding for the rehabilitation
of the RiverHorse Wetland and surrounding watercourses. This funding created the
opportunity for members from the Environmental biodiversity section, the catchment
management section, the Water and sanitation section, and the economic development
section to now collaborate in the implementation of a physical project related to climate
resilience which needed input from all our sectors in order to be a success. As with any
difficult task, the relationships between the team members, including those from Bremen,
was strengthened and the project provided proof of how our efforts could be multiplied as
we worked together across sectors.

About the same time, the Sihlanzimvelo project was started and I was fortunate to be
involved in this exciting beginning. As we worked on this project, we saw the benefits of the
work being done in the riverine corridors. This project was also a cross sector collaboration
and was providing proof of the cross sector benefits that could be achieved.

The key question was how do we capture, articulate and value the benefits we were seeing
in projects like Sihlanzimvelo and the Riverhorse wetland projects, in order to prove that this
was a better way of doing things in our city.

So I turned to the team of trusted colleagues and raised this issue with them. Jo Douwes
came across the option of the C40 Climate Finance Facility and the team came together to
put forward the proposal of developing the business case for the expansion of the
Sihlanzimvelo project.

As each member of the team and with the support of the CFF team, we realized that there
were a number of initiatives in different sectors and within the private sector, that were
focused on improving some aspect of the riverine corridors.

As a result the project became the Transformative Riverine Management Program which
was designed to incorporate the contributions from all sectors. This work is currently
underway and will be a true test of the Municipality’s ability not only to build strong internal
collaboration, but also to expand partnerships with external entities and organisations.

I firmly believe that the success we have seen to date are a direct result of the
Durban-Bremen partnership and the clarity of foresight of Dr Debra Roberts.

Key factors that have contributed to the success of the cross-sectoral collaboration that has
characterized this work include:

● Strong sectoral champions who have been able to lead and drive new work in an
institution that is often resistant to change.

● An ability to see connections across work areas, and recognize the value in working
together in areas of common interest and relevance.



● A willingness to be involved in exploratory work with evolving outcomes
● Clear areas of work in which to focus collaborative efforts. For example, the BMZ

funding provided a structured space in which to work together. The same has been
true for the current work on the TRMP, which is supported by the C40 Cities Finance
Facility.

● Mutual professional respect and trust, which has been built over many years of
working together.


