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Stanford Mkhacane was born in the Northern Transvaal in 
1950, in the Mhinga Traditional Authority area, in the village 
known as Botsoleni. Mhinga is situated in the present Thulamela 
Municipality in the Vhembe District of the Limpopo Province. 

At Mhinga, the Punda Maria entrance gate into the well-known 
Kruger National Park is just a stone’s throw away. For the 
inhabitants of Mhinga, it is not unusual to hear of incidents where 
lions have escaped the KNP and killed people’s stock in the 
villages along the fence, or where elephants have troubled some 
inhabitants in the area. 

In those days all boys had the responsibility to tend their family’s 
cattle, goats and donkeys, which were the measure of a man’s 
wealth. Herding cattle would be alternated with attending 
school – in one week you would go to school for only two 
days (Tuesday and Thursday) and the next week for three days 
(Monday, Wednesday and Friday). The drought of 1963–1965 
almost interrupted Stanford’s education, as his father considered 
sending him off to tend their cattle in the far-off area of 
Makuleke where there was better grazing. However, his father 
ultimately decided to send someone else instead to enable 
Stanford to complete his secondary education. 

Stanford started his education at Botsoleni Primary School 
in 1958, and matriculated from Lemana High School in 1970. 
In those days engineering was a ‘far-fetched’ profession, with 
teaching being the most oft chosen career. Stanford was not 
interested in teaching and had in fact always cherished dreams 
of becoming an agricultural officer, but could not obtain a 
bursary from the then Gazankulu Government. However, the 
government offered him employment as an administrative 
clerk. When, a few months later, the government offered civil 
engineering study bursaries to employees who had obtained 
good mathematics and science matric passes, Stanford applied, 
and was accepted. Seizing the opportunity with both hands, 
he completed his National Diploma in Civil Engineering at 
Mmadikoti Technical College in 1974. 

After a short stint working as an engineering technician, Stanford 
was chosen by the government as one of the technicians 
to pursue a degree towards civil engineering. In 1976 he 
enrolled at the then University of the North for a BSc degree 
in mathematics, physics and chemistry, proving that he had 
the stamina and determination to accomplish his final goal of 
becoming a civil engineer. In 1978, after the relaxing of the rules 
regarding black students studying at ‘white’ universities, Stanford 
went on to enrol at the University of Natal (now the University 
of KwaZulu-Natal) for a BSc Civil Engineering degree, which he 
completed in 1981. 

He went back to work for the Department of Works in the 
Gazankulu Government, first as engineer and later as senior 
roads engineer up to 1991. During this period he gained vast 
experience in roads engineering. He also pursued further studies 
at the University of Pretoria where he obtained the degrees 
BEng Hons and MEng (Transportation) in 1990, following it up 
with an MBA from Potchefstroom University for CHE (now the 
North-West University) in 2001.

Since 1991 Stanford has been working in the consulting 
engineering environment as a director of Jordaan & Joubert 
Inc,  as chairman of African Consulting Engineers (Pty) Ltd,  as 
vice-chairman of GIBB Africa (Pty) Ltd, and from 1999 to date as 
chairman of Nyeleti Consulting (Pty) Ltd. Over the years he has 
been involved in the design and construction of roads, and the 
implementation of labour-intensive and community-based public 
works projects.  

Stanford is a registered professional engineer, a member of 
the South African Black and Allied Careers Organisation, and a 
Fellow of the South African Institution of Civil Engineering.

He is married to Cate and Phyllis, and is blessed with 
seven children – two sons and five daughters: a civil 
engineering professional, a financial manager, a pharmacist, an 
environmentalist and an information technologist, while the 
youngest two daughters are still at school. 

About
Stanford
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Taking civil engineering to the remote and marginalised areas of 
South Africa and beyond – forward with CIVILUTION

It is with great pleasure that I accept the SAICE 
presidency for 2014, and I pledge my willingness to 
honour the responsibilities attached to this esteemed 
position. I have chosen as the topic for my address, Taking 
Civil Engineering to the remote and marginalised areas 
of South Africa and beyond – forward with CIVILUTION, 
which is motivated by my background and the need to 
uplift marginalised areas, as well as by the CIVILUTION 
theme that we are driving at SAICE. One of my uncles, 
after I told my family of my presidency, asked whether it 
means that I will be enjoying similar privileges to those 
enjoyed by President Zuma and other presidents, and I 
said yes, but to a different scale.

It is said that worldwide, “more than 780 million people 
live without access to safe water, while 2.5 billion lack 
access to adequate sanitation, and that diseases caused 
by unsafe water, sanitation and hygiene kill more than  
5 000 people each day.”  

In South Africa these issues mainly affect rural 
and marginalised communities where 40% of the 
population live, and where socio-economic challenges 
abound owing to lack of job opportunities. To make 
things worse, unemployment is very evident amongst 
the youth. 

The challenges that confront civil engineering are vividly 
illustrated when you see people queuing for water from 
the early morning hours till late in the afternoon; or 
when you see road conditions deteriorating at alarming 
rates, with potholes that take too long to get repaired 
and some roads being turned into gravel roads owing 
to poor or lack of maintenance. 

where socio-economic challenges 
abound owing to lack of job 
opportunities...

INTRODUCTION
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In fact, these days it is a common thing to see 
communities toyi-toying to register unhappiness 
with poor service delivery. You may ask, what are we 
doing wrong? I say “we” because, as civil engineering 
professionals, how can we dissociate ourselves from 
infrastructure provision, especially when a six-year old 
child dies in one of the pit latrines still used in 11 450 
of the 26 000 schools across the country? In the eyes 
of society, civil engineering may be seen to be failing!

Recent thinking in SAICE and sister voluntary 
associations has identified what are called the seven 
“crocodiles” in the delivery of services, namely 
(1) diminishing technical capacity, specifically in state 
institutions, (2) quality of engineering education, 
(3) corruption in the engineering profession, (4) our 
effective participation in the National Development 
Plan (NDP), (5) technical leadership and learned 
society contribution, (6) awareness of what engineering 
professionals actually do, and (7) career guidance in the 
country’s 26 000 schools. In addition, I want to include 
two other important issues that impact negatively on 
civil engineering, and may threaten the success of the 
NDP. 

The first concern is that the low presence and low 
visibility of the profession and of civil engineering 
professionals, especially in remote and marginalised 
areas, is a critical issue that needs the urgent and serious 
attention of the Institution. It is interesting to note that, 
although a large number of the population live in rural 
and marginalised areas, only a quarter of professionals 
are found in these areas. A serious question that we 
must ask ourselves is: How do we increase the presence 
and visibility of the profession in these areas, and in the 
country as a whole?

Taking civil engineering to the remote and marginalised areas of 
South Africa and beyond – forward with CIVILUTION

1.1 Gravel road in a rural settlement

1.2 Road maintenance challenges

1.3 Water tanker in a rural area

1.4 Rural area water challenges

Figure 1: Some indication of poor service delivery in 
                rural, marginalised areas
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The second serious concern in our country is the 
shortage of civil engineering professionals. Last year 
around September, SAICE, and certainly most civil 
engineering professionals, were surprised when it was 
announced that the Department of Water Affairs was 
going to ‘import’ engineers from Cuba. One of the 
reasons put forward was that South African engineering 
professionals are not willing to work in rural areas. 
How far this is true, is another debate. What we seem 
to appreciate, though, is that experienced engineering 
professionals, especially in government institutions 
are retiring, leaving a huge pool (>50%) of young 
engineering professionals without adequate mentors, a 
situation too ghastly to contemplate. 

A closer look at the facts reveals that there are about 
17 000 qualified civil engineering professionals in South 
Africa, with less than 25% located in SAICE’s rural 
Branches, as shown in Figure 4. 

Taking civil engineering to the remote and marginalised areas of 
South Africa and beyond – forward with CIVILUTION

Figure 2: Distribution of SAICE membership 
                in existing Branches

Figure 3: Distribution of SAICE civil engineering     
                professionals in the three categories  
                of engineering

Figure 4: Distribution of SAICE membership in its      
  metropolitan and rural Branches

Total	  civil	  
engineers	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8	  517	  (50%)	  

Total	  civil	  
technologists	  	  	  	  technologists	  	  	  	  
3	  353	  (20%)	  

Total	  civil	  
technicians	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  technicians	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  technicians	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	  030	  (30%)	  5	  030	  (30%)	  

Algoa	  297	  3.1%	   Amathole	  319	  3.4%	   Drakensberg	  120	  1.3%	  
Highveld	  133	  1.4%	  

Kimberley	  73	  0.8%	  
Limpopo	  368	  3.9%	  

Lowveld	  179	  1.9%	  

North	  West	  110	  1.2%	  
Southern	  Cape	  142	  1.5%	  

Transkei	  140	  1.5%	  
Upington	  31	  0.3%	  

Vaal	  Triangle	  113	  1.2%	  
Welkom	  43	  0.5%	  

Zululand	  133	  1.4%	  

Bloemfontein	  235	  2.5%	  

Durban	  1001	  10.5%	  

Johannesburg	  2069	  21.8%	  

Pietermaritzburg	  364	  3.8%	  

Pretoria	  1644	  17.3%	  

Western	  Cape	  1631	  17.2%	  

Foreign	  Members	  355	  3.7%	  

Foreign	  Members	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
355	  (4%)	  

Metropolitan	  Metropolitan	  Metropolitan	  
Branches	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

6	  944	  (73%)	  

Rural	  Branches	  	  	  	  Rural	  Branches	  	  	  	  
2	  201	  (23%)	  
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It is interesting that, even though blacks are the majority 
of the population, their contribution to the pool of civil 
engineering professionals is still low – less than 55%. Per 
capita there is one engineering professional in South 
Africa for more than 3 000 people, while other BRICS 
countries have less than 300 people per engineer. This 
implies that we may be ten times more disadvantaged 
compared to our BRICS counterparts! Using this 
norm would mean that we would need about 80 000 
civil engineering professionals – almost five times the 
present number! What is a realistic number, we may 
ask? Whether the true figure is 80 000 or 40 000, 
the fact remains that we need strategies to close the 
skills gap in civil engineering. I therefore challenge you 
to join me in taking civil engineering to marginalised 
communities.

Remote and marginalised areas are defined here as 
the rural areas, as well as the predominantly black 
areas within urban municipalities where the profession 
is not well understood or appreciated. Taking civil 
engineering to these areas practically means that we 
need to implement strategies to increase the presence, 
visibility, awareness and appreciation of the value of the 
civil engineering profession; we need to embark on a 
mission to preach the gospel of civil engineering to these 
communities. 

Taking civil engineering to the remote and marginalised areas of 
South Africa and beyond – forward with CIVILUTION

whether the true figure is 
80 000 or 40 000, the fact 
remains that we need strategies 
to close the skills gap in civil 
engineering...
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INTERVENTION STRATEGIES
Strategy 1: Adoption of marginalised schools

In many wars and battles, infiltration has been used 
with some degree of success, where combatants are 
located within the enemy. Individuals or groups of 
professionals would be required to infiltrate by adopting 
schools in Branches where we are located, to ‘market’ 
the profession to learners, parents and surrounding 
communities. This would require us to donate part of 
our time to these schools and communities, becoming 
the engineering salt and light of the earth in these 
communities. You may ask, what precisely will we be 
doing?

We would be able to conduct continual and 
concentrated career path guidance in schools with 
which we have good relations. The continuity would 
also make it easier for meaningful project site visits 
with learners, using the projects that we are involved 
in within those communities. During these continual 
contacts, we would be able to influence early subject 
choices towards engineering, while also illustrating the 
practical engineering application of school mathematics 
and science. 

This contact time would result in numerous benefits, 
for instance: 
• The 67 minutes of Mandela Day would be multiplied 

considerably when each one of us spends, say, a 
day per quarter in a school, resulting in millions of 
minutes. 

• Learners, parents and communities will develop a 
better understanding of what civil engineering is all 
about.

• An appreciation by the indigenous peoples of 
the infrastructure that is provided by government 
would increase ownership levels. 

• Students would be better prepared, reducing the 
drop-out rate.

• More people from these areas would become 
engineering professionals, progressively reducing 
the huge backlog in engineering skills, as well as 
South Africa’s dependence on foreign professionals. 

You may ask, where shall we get this amount of time 
to spend on this venture? With careful planning and 
commitment from each one of us, it should be possible. 
Think about it, how much time do we spend chasing 
unproductive bidding for work per annum?

Strategy 2: Increased membership benefits

The performance and success of the ‘combatants’ 
will be enhanced by improved membership benefits, 
especially by increasing the number of continuing 
professional development courses in remote and 
marginalised SAICE Branches. This will necessitate 
improved relationships between the SAICE Divisions 
and Branches, whereby the Divisions and SAICE 
National Office would commit to annual training 
programmes. 

Taking civil engineering to the remote and marginalised areas of 
South Africa and beyond – forward with CIVILUTION

Figure 5: Number and percentage of training courses      
  conducted by SAICE in 2012

Rural	  Branches	  	  	  	  
5	  (9%)	  

Metropolitan	  Metropolitan	  Metropolitan	  
Branches	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Branches	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  52	  (91%)	  
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Strategy 3: Revitalisation of SAICE structures

In order to further enhance the effectiveness of 
‘soldiers’ in the field, we need to create a conducive 
environment by the revitalisation of the SAICE 
structures. Revitalisation would be achieved by dividing 
far-flung Branches into cells or sub-branches, based 
on existing economic centres or towns which will 
constitute the Branch. These cells would then establish 
cell-based committees, with their chairpersons coming 
together to form the Branch executive committee. 

We would also need to gear our Divisions with 
members in rural areas to increase support to 
Branches in organising and overseeing competitions, as 
well as adjudicating project awards. The composition 
of the Division committees should also deliberately 
involve more of our black members in order to achieve 
demographic equity. This is a challenge to our black civil 
engineering professionals to make themselves available!

The success of this mission depends on the improved 
links between the Executive Board and the Branches 
and Divisions. Stronger relations will be achieved 
when equity is achieved in the representation of the 
constituencies even at this level, and also with regard 
to the more challenging aspect of demographic equity. 

Our Council needs to be truly representative of all 
the constituencies, with genuine commitment from all 
members. Good relations and trust among all involved 
would go a long way towards ensuring the success of 
our Institution.   

cells would then establish cell-
based committees, with their 
chairpersons coming together 
to form the Branch executive 
committee...

Taking civil engineering to the remote and marginalised areas of 
South Africa and beyond – forward with CIVILUTION
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Strategy 4: Enhancement of relations between SAICE 
and government

Another very important condition for the effectiveness 
of the battle is the unity of command – the enhancement 
of good relations between ourselves and government, 
since we are bound by a common thread, namely, 
to improve the quality of life of all citizens. This would 
require:
• Constant interaction, where we share ideas in 

order to overcome the challenges facing South 
Africa regarding civil engineering; 

• Recognition of the value of each other for the 
benefit of society; 

• Maintaining good relations with infrastructure 
departments, where there is mutual exchange 
of ideas and assistance with capacity building 
challenges;

• Acting and being seen as a partner and trusted 
advisor to government;

• Creation of a SAICE-Government forum, which 
could start by relationships with all the infrastructure 
departments, together forming a unified force.  
As the saying goes – Eendrag maak mag. 

Strategy 5: Enhancing education and training 

Increasing the production and enhancing the quality of 
civil engineering graduates are also essential ingredients 
for the success of the mission. Civil engineering 
education should be made more accessible to poor 
and marginalised learners in order to achieve equity. 
At present both types of universities are concentrated 
in the metropolitan regions of the country, which 
disadvantages students coming from remote areas, 
as, apart from the challenges inherent to studying civil 
engineering, they also have to contend with huge costs, 
especially regarding accommodation and subsistence. 
It may be advantageous and practical to move some 

of the existing institutions that are located in one 
geographical area to more remote areas, thereby 
creating enabling environments for the marginalised to 
study engineering.

The implementation of projects, including the SIPs 
(Strategic Infrastructure Projects), should ensure 
focused practical training of graduates by making 
it compulsory to carry graduates and students for 
their practical training, and for their professional 
development up to registration. Project implementing 
agents should be obliged to make provision for the 
involvement of at least one graduate or student in each 
project, depending on the value of the project, with 
large projects taking more trainees. An appropriate 
system of recognition of individual civil engineering 
professionals or companies for mentoring graduates 
and students should be established.

Taking civil engineering to the remote and marginalised areas of 
South Africa and beyond – forward with CIVILUTION
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As a civil engineering practitioner, born and bred in 
Mhinga in Limpopo, it is very fulfilling to see the fruits 
of our labour, to experience some of the creations of 
civil engineering such as infrastructure in major cities, 
to see rehabilitated roads in our provinces, to see 
some communities enjoying the benefits of successful 
transport, water supply and sanitation projects, and 
getting appreciation from communities. This reminds 
me of someone who joked that God created civil 
engineering professionals to continue with his creation 
programme on earth!  

We need to realise that we are in a war to conquer 
challenges regarding diminishing technical capacity, 
visibility of our profession and ineffectiveness of our 
structures in order to support government in service 
delivery. The majority of battles that are successful are 
initiated from the peripheries rather than from the 
centre. South Africa and many other African nations 
have gone through revolutions using strategies that 
involved indigenous populations to ensure effectiveness 
and success. I am reminded of wars such as the Mau 
Mau, Chimurenga and others in our neighbouring 
African countries. The struggle against the lack of service 
delivery is not different. 

We will be a force to be reckoned with when we take 
civil engineering to marginalised communities; when we 
have a high presence and visibility in every corner of the 
country and the continent; when we civil engineering 
professionals commit ourselves to adopting schools 
in marginalised communities. These dreams will be 
possible if we are all willing to reposition our Institution 
by responding positively to the needs of members and 
society, so that SAICE can become the Institution we 
want it to be – the SAICE that every civil engineering 
professional and the South African society will be proud 
to have and associate with. 

Finally, I am calling upon all civil engineering professionals – 
from Limpopo to the Western Cape, from Mpumalanga 
to North West, from the Eastern Cape to the Northern 
Cape, from KwaZulu-Natal to the Free State and 
Gauteng. Let us together embrace the spirit of Nelson 
Mandela; let us intone the spirit of Mahatma Gandhi; 
let us emulate the spirit of Beyers Naude; let us follow 
the courage of FW de Klerk; let us put our thoughts 
and energies together and take civil engineering to all 
the corners of our country and beyond – forward with 
CIVILUTION.

Taking civil engineering to the remote and marginalised areas of 
South Africa and beyond – forward with CIVILUTION
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