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In recent years, the local economic development (LED) planning paradigm has gained widespread acceptance worldwide as a locality-based response to the challenges posed by globalization, devolution, and local-level opportunities and challenges. Noticeably, governments in the Global South are seen to be supporting linkage policies that directly couple profitable growth and investment with redistribution and community development in rural-based localities. To attract potential investors to circulate more resources within the local rural communities, local governments must ensure that the local investment climate (LIC) is functional for business investment. Unlike in urban areas, rural localities, by their nature of periphery location from economic development nodes, prospective business investment projects (BIPs) are often faced with delays and uncertainty. This is mainly because the factors underlying the enabling environments for business investment in rural localities are poorly understood and based on speculation. Against this backdrop, this study therefore set out to explore and unveil the key factors that are fundamental for ensuring a conducive and functional local investment climate (LIC) in rural communities. Through a qualitative case study approach with the application of a conventional content analysis method, performed with coding methods, the study unveiled five key factors presented in a thematic approach. Namely, market and customer needs; government and regulatory support; access to infrastructure and services; land availability and zoning; and participatory community engagement. Understanding these fundamental factors that underpin conducive and operational investment environments is important for viable business decision-making in the feasibility study of investment projects toward LED in rural communities.
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1 Introduction

In recent years, the concept and development strategy of local economic development (LED) has gained widespread acceptance around the world as a locality-based response to the challenges posed by globalization, devolution, and local-level opportunities (Rogerson, 2018). LED planning first emerged in Europe and spread to other advanced economies before reaching late-developing economies in sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America (Blair and Carroll, 2008; Rowe, 2016; Malizia et al., 2021). The significance of this place-based approach to contemporary development planning in the Global South is now widely recognized (Swinburn et al., 2004) as a vital pillar to address poverty and create job opportunities in urban and rural localities. In South Africa, for example, municipalities have engaged in research to identify the competitive and comparative advantages of their locality (Rogerson, 2018) to leverage their economic strategies in their respective localities.

However, there is a perpetual wide gap between the existing LED practices of large cities and small towns, particularly those in rural areas of the Global South countries (Rogerson, 2010; Rogerson, 2018), such as South Africa. Contrary to urban-based LED practices, prospective business investment projects (BIPs) in rural areas are often faced with delays and uncertainty, and even fail to secure potential investment opportunities due to their nature of periphery location from economic development nodes. Though there is extensive research on factors determining conducive investment climate for economic development (Farrell and Rudd, 2009; Phalatsi, 2020), previous studies primarily focus on urban localities with endowed resources and well-established agglomeration economies. Therefore, there is still very little research, if any, to shed insight on the underlying factors necessary for the creation of an enabling environment for local economic development in rural localities, especially in Global South countries where the concept of LED is still relatively new.

To address this gap of knowledge, this study adopted a qualitative case study approach with the application of a conventional content analysis method on real-life setting empirical evidence. The first section of this paper provides an argumentative literature review about an enabling environment for economic linkages and a discussion on stakeholders’ engagement. The literature review section is followed by the research methodology and subsequently the discussion of the findings thereof. Then the last section covers the recommendations and conclusion.


1.1 Conceptual framework


1.1.1 Enabling environment for economic linkages

To achieve progressive and inclusive economic development in the Global South, economic actors in the urban areas of this region are to extend their functional interrelationships and linkages to the rural localities (Malizia et al., 2021) in the form of redistributive development. Notwithstanding the eminent need to link profitable growth to redistributive development through developing economic linkages whereby planning in profitable urban areas is linked to a commitment to invest in impoverished rural localities (Rogerson, 2018), economic linkages are impossible where there is still much uncertainty about the underlying factors that establish the enabling environment for business investment in rural localities. Unlike in urban settings where there are well-established features of agglomeration economies (Rowe, 2016; Malizia et al., 2021), rural localities, by their nature of periphery location from economic development nodes, present unique characteristics and challenges (Rogerson, 2010; Rogerson, 2018).

To attain progressive and inclusive economic growth in the Global South, it is imperative to acknowledge that rural businesses are not simply scaled-down versions of their urban counterparts but rather feature distinct attributes influenced by their local circumstances. Bosworth (2012) argues that rural enterprises frequently rely on a blend of indigenous knowledge, community connections, and an extensive comprehension of local resources to maintain their activities. This highlights the necessity of adopting a customized strategy for establishing conducive conditions in rural areas, which capitalizes on these distinctive attributes instead of trying to duplicate urban models.

Unless the factors of enabling environments are clearly understood, investment in lucrative business opportunities in rural localities toward LED will not be attained. Therefore, there is still a need for literature that will explore and shed insight into the underlying factors for creating an enabling environment for business investment in rural communities, particularly from a stakeholders’ engagement perspective.

Furthermore, the significance of cultural and social capital in promoting economic investment should not be underestimated. Ancuța and Jucu (2023) demonstrate that leveraging the value of local cultural assets can promote sustainable rural development by improving the economic feasibility of cultural tourism. This is consistent with the concept of redistributive development, which involves investing in rural areas not only to promote economic growth but also to protect and utilize local resources. By incorporating these components into the strategic planning and implementation of local economic development (LED) projects, stakeholders can establish a more favorable setting for corporate investments that are in line with the particular requirements and possibilities of rural areas.



1.1.2 Stakeholders engagement in LED planning

Local authorities, as the sphere of government entrusted with the planning and implementation of LED projects, have turned to engaging a growing number of stakeholders, making the promotion of local economic development a negotiation among different partners and priorities (Ferreira et al., 2024).

As defined in the literature, LED is an ongoing process by which key stakeholders and institutions from all spheres of society, including the public and private sector as well as civil society, work jointly to create a unique advantage for the locality and its firms, tackle market failures, remove bureaucratic obstacles for local businesses, and strengthen the competitiveness of local firms (Rogerson, 2010; Malizia et al., 2021). From this conceptual definition, it is evident that the realization of LED initiatives requires stakeholders’ engagement, right from the conceptualization of the business investment project until the commissioning of the investment output.

Accordingly, stakeholders’ engagement helps to increase the probability of project success by ensuring that stakeholders clearly understand the project goals, objectives, benefits, and risks (Mabelo, 2020) associated with the investment project. Equally, stakeholders’ engagement enables the key actors to be active supporters of the project and to help guide activities and project decisions (Project Management Institute, 2017). Stakeholder engagement outcomes would require that developers and the local community engage in a legally binding agreement, requiring the developer to deliver on the agreed-upon set of benefits (Bolongie and Silverman, 2018).

When considering stakeholder engagement, it is crucial to expand the focus beyond conventional collaborations between public and private sectors to incorporate civic and community-based organizations. Bosworth and Turner (2018) have highlighted that comprehending the interaction between several types of rural capital, such as social, cultural, and financial capital, can offer a more profound knowledge of the factors that contribute to the success of rural enterprises. Involving these varied stakeholders throughout the entire process of planning and implementing projects guarantees that the distinct characteristics of rural economies are thoroughly considered. By adopting this inclusive strategy, the difficulties arising from the peripheral nature of rural areas can be reduced, leading to the implementation of more efficient and long-lasting LED projects.

Worryingly, previous studies turned to focusing on stakeholders’ engagement only from the private and public sector’s perspective (Haywood, 1988; Freeman, 2010; Fayas et al., 2021), overlooking the civic and community-based organizations, which also form an integral part of the pivotal stakeholders toward the successful delivery of business infrastructure projects.

In community-based investment projects, this segment of stakeholders has a high level of influence in the creation of the enabling environment and subsequently the delivery of successful business infrastructure projects for local economic development. In the methodology section hereunder, the key stakeholders are presented as key informants.

Increased cross-sector collaboration community-economic development and the creation of a model community benefit agreements (CBAs) were described by this stakeholder as the foundation of a new normal in Cleveland (Bolongie and Silverman, 2018).



1.1.3 The role of business development in driving local rural development

Business development plays a crucial role in driving local rural development by promoting economic growth, generating job prospects, and improving the overall standard of living in rural communities. Utilizing sustainable economic techniques, such as cultural tourism, to capitalize on local cultural assets can greatly enhance rural development by drawing tourists and creating revenue for local communities (Ancuța and Jucu, 2023). This is consistent with the research conducted by Mitchell and Hall (2005), which highlights the significance of rural tourism as a viable and enduring business model that fosters economic diversification and resilience in rural regions.

Jucu (2023) discusses the conversion of outdated industrial regions into economies driven by the service sector, emphasizing the capacity of business development to rejuvenate local economies and generate fresh prospects for expansion. In rural areas, issues such as infrastructure and service accessibility, land availability and zoning, and community engagement play a crucial role in creating a favorable environment for local investments. Bosworth (2012) defines rural businesses as separate entities that function within and make significant contributions to the rural environment. It highlights the significance of comprehending their distinctive attributes and contributions. The application of a rural capital’s framework, as examined by Bosworth and Turner (2018) offers a thorough methodology for comprehending how rural enterprises utilize different types of capital to stimulate development.

Moreover, the study conducted by Frazier et al. (2013) emphasizes the significant impact of local institutions and community support on the prospects of new business survival in rural regions. This discovery aligns with the idea that a robust and encouraging atmosphere is crucial for fostering entrepreneurship in rural regions. De Guzman et al. (2020) highlight the significance of the community’s influence on entrepreneurial endeavors, specifically from the viewpoints of young individuals and firm proprietors. These observations strengthen the notion that creating a favorable environment involves more than just physical structures; it also requires nurturing a collective mindset that welcomes and encourages both change and creativity. Finke and Bosworth (2016) demonstrate that rural enterprises must consistently adjust to changes in their surroundings to succeed, highlighting the dynamic character of rural economic development. This requires finding a balance between embracing change and maintaining continuity.

The study conducted by Henry and McElwee (2014) expands our comprehension of rural enterprises, providing new insights that are essential for tackling the distinct obstacles encountered by rural enterprises. Their study offers pragmatic ideas on how to improve the coordination between research and policy to enhance rural business growth. In their study, Yu et al. (2013) provided insights into the influence of institutional determinants on rural entrepreneurship in developing economies. They demonstrated how these factors impact the results of entrepreneurial endeavors. Collectively, these studies enhance the theoretical basis of this study, emphasizing the diverse and complex function of business development in promoting sustainable growth and resilience in rural areas.





2 Research design and methodology

The choice of the research design and methodology in this study was appropriate to allow the achievement of the research objective and ultimately answer the research question (Cassim, 2015) as pertaining to the underlying factors for the creation of an enabling environment for business investment projects in rural communities toward local economic development.


2.1 Case study design

This study adopted a case study design together with the associated qualitative methodology for data collection and analysis thereof. A case study approach is essentially suitable for understanding more about little-known or poorly understood phenomena (Yin, 2011; Leedy and Ormrod, 2014). Similarly, the factors that constitute an enabling environment for business investment in rural localities are poorly understood, particularly in the Global South region where the amount of scholarly research on LED is still relatively limited (Rogerson, 2018). Accordingly, to explore this phenomenon, a shopping mall investment project located in one of the periphery rural localities in South Africa in the Mpumalanga Province under Chief Albert Luthuli Local Municipality was selected as a case study. The rationale for choosing this business investment project as the case study is because of the back-and-forth processes and challenges encountered by the stakeholders prior to the development of the business project in the area. Therefore, to acquire insights into the phenomenon within its real-life context, an empirical inquiry that investigates the factors that constitute an enabling environment for business investment was conducted with the key stakeholders involved in the implementation of the project. However, the generalization of results has a limited role in a qualitative study (Yin, 2011) (Figures 1, 2).
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FIGURE 1
 First image presented is a composite of two maps. The first map highlights South Africa’s position on the global stage, with a specific focus on Mpumalanga Province, marked in red, to provide geographical context within the country. The second map zooms in on Mpumalanga, delineating its various districts. Within the Gert Sibande district is Chief Albert Luthuli’s local municipality situated geographically within the study’s scope, emphasizing the research focus’s location. Source: Google Maps.
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FIGURE 2
 Subsequent image showcases the layout of Dundonald Mall, located within Mpumalanga Province. This layout underscores the mall’s strategic design, tailored to meet the specific needs of Dundonald’s stakeholders. The array of shops depicted in the layout reflects a well-conducted feasibility study by the project managers, ensuring that the mall’s offerings align with the demands of the local community, thus enhancing the relevance and success of the project. Construction of the ±8000m2 shopping center in Dundonald, Mpumalanga. Timing: July 2023–April 2024 (9 months). Source: https://www.l2b.co.za/Project/Dundonald-Shopping-Centre/31521#photos.




2.2 Interviews

The data were gathered through a series of interviews conducted using various methodologies. Two interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams, the first one involving the counselors and the municipality director, and the second one involving the community development officer. Each of these interviews lasted approximately 1 h and 30 min. Furthermore, a face-to-face interview was carried out with the project manager, lasting approximately 2 h. The remaining interviews, including those with the Chief Legal Officer (CLO) and the manager responsible for local economic development, were conducted remotely through recorded phone calls. Before each interview, participants were given a consent form, which was verbally presented to them, assuring their voluntary involvement. To ensure the security of the data, all information was securely saved utilizing Google Drive, with the implementation of suitable access controls.

Remarkably, “the use of the interview protocol enables the interviewer with some degree of consistency relating to the questions posed to different interviewees” (Lukhele et al., 2022, p. 4) at different times. Therefore, the empirical inquiry process was performed through in-depth interview sessions with seven participants who were purposively sampled as the key stakeholders in the processes of the delivery of the business investment project. These stakeholder participants were all deemed to have high-level interests and powers in the success of the business investment project in the locality of the case study (Table 1).



TABLE 1 Profile and interests of the interviewed stakeholders.
[image: Table1]

The views, experiences, and perspectives of the participants solicited through the interview methods with the assistance of an audio recording instrument were then translated into a Word document in preparation for coding and qualitative data analysis processes.



2.3 Data analysis procedure

The study has adopted a qualitative analysis approach in the form of a conventional content analysis approach with the associated qualitative data analysis methods. Conventional content analysis is typically used as a means of inductive analysis in terms of letting empirical data lead to the emergence of concepts (Yin, 2011). First, the researchers read and immersed in the empirical data to grasp the overarching content and meaning of the data. Then, the subsequent step in the analysis process was the performance of data coding by applying data coding in the form of descriptive and in vivo coding methodology. This qualitative data coding process draws directly from the language and words as overtly expressed by the participants when responding to the interview questions (Saldaña, 2013). The coding methods enabled the organizing and grouping of similarly coded data into thematic categories as they share some characteristics and have similar patterns (Yin, 2011; Saldaña, 2013) in the process of explaining the phenomenon being explored in this study—factors enabling environment for business investment projects. The emerged thematic concepts are presented and discussed in the following section.




3 Discussion of findings

The following section presents and discusses five thematic underlying factors that explain the establishment of an enabling and conducive environment for business investment in rural localities in the context of emerging economies in the Global South region.


3.1 Market and customer needs

According to Gaussian Strategy (2022), understanding and formalizing what your customers truly need is vitally important to your product’s success. The findings of this study extend this knowledge by unveiling that the community members in rural areas have a felt need for having their shopping facilities that are easily accessible in proximity to their homes. As expressed by one of the community leaders, the market and customers “needs resulted from traveling costs for the long distances the community is subjected to when commuting to the nearby towns to purchase merely households” daily commodities and necessities:


“…the community was consistently raising the concern that if they wanted to buy some things most likely they are supposed to go to Ermelo [100km away], which makes them spend more money along the way other than using that money for buying their own groceries. So, they do raise the concern that they actually want their own shopping complex. That they will have so that they can actually shop their own things around their own place, particularly which will actually be easy to access where they can use local transport where they can have to get to it. Is not like it is the government or any organization who stated that there must be a mall, but it is the community itself” [Participant 6].
 

The research conducted by Adams et al. (2021) contends that the acknowledgment and resolution of customer requirements are not only a corporate tactic but an essential element of community advancement. They emphasize that when businesses synchronize their products and services with the explicitly stated requirements of communities, they cultivate enhanced confidence and allegiance among consumers, ultimately resulting in enduring economic expansion. The relevance of local input in shaping market offerings is emphasized in the findings of the Gaussian strategy.

In addition, the research conducted by Kim and Mauborgne (2019) on the “Blue Ocean Strategy” further supports this idea by demonstrating how companies that utilize customer insights to drive innovation may establish unique and unchallenged market positions. They contend that comprehending the distinct requirements of marginalized communities, such as those residing in rural regions, can result in groundbreaking solutions that not only fulfill customer expectations but also improve the general wellbeing of the community. This is in line with the views given by the community leader, who clearly expresses a need for shopping facilities that are easily accessible. This indicates a market opportunity that might be effectively handled by strategic efforts that focus on the community.

The evidence that the communities in rural areas primarily need business investment projects that will cater to their daily needs and commodities is illustrated in the response of the potential business investor:


“Well, it starts with the needs and desirability. If you see there’s a need and if you see there’s a market, then it starts with the anchor tenant [retailers]… and then you always look at a sub-anchor, which is normally a hardware store” [Participant 1].
 

This result indicates that local economic development in rural localities should embrace the people-centered approach to development that prioritizes the needs and perspectives of local communities (Chambers, 1988). Sienkiewicz (2014) emphasizes the importance of fostering collaboration between the public and private sectors to effectively serve the needs of the community in local economic development (LED) plans. This cooperative strategy not only improves the economic environment but also enables local stakeholders to actively engage in shaping their development results. The investor’s statement aligns with the importance of community engagement, as it underscores the need to first understand market demands before commencing business ventures.

In addition, the Reconstruction and Development Program (RDP) emphasizes the importance of creating representative institutions that specifically cater to the economic development needs of the local community (Gabula, 2012). The RDP promotes the use of private sector funding to support community development, ensuring that expenditures are focused on projects that truly benefit the local population. This supports the investor’s claim about the significance of acknowledging market demands since it suggests that profitable investments should be based on the community’s preferences and needs.



3.2 Government and regulatory support

The finding of this study aligns with the study of Gillard et al. (2017) who emphasizes the importance of intergovernmental collaboration and coordination in facilitating large-scale development projects. This finding underscores the importance of having intergovernmental relations to accelerate the clearance procedures and eliminate bureaucratic red tapes (Hurlbert et al., 2019) as emphasized by one of the key informants:


“The involvement of all the government stakeholders. Yes. Especially our local municipalities…Because some of the document pertaining to the mall, land agreements, and all that, was supposed to be signed by local municipalities others were supposed to be signed by the province, others were supposed to be signed by the national office.” [Participant 2].
 

The data highlight the crucial role of various government stakeholders, including local municipalities, provincial authorities, and the national office. These stakeholders play a pivotal role in facilitating the development of shopping malls in rural areas by signing important documents related to land agreements and other regulatory aspects. The South African Constitution emphasizes the significance of cooperative governance, asserting that all levels of government must collaborate to facilitate the developmental function of local governments. The Constitution of South Africa (1996) requires local governments to establish and maintain positive and cooperative relationships with provincial and national authorities. This is to ensure that the specific needs of local communities are effectively considered and addressed within the broader framework of national policies.

Moreover, the literature on stakeholder management emphasizes that the success of initiatives frequently depends on the active engagement of crucial stakeholders. The Project Management Institute (2021) conducted a study that highlights the need to comprehend the interests and impacts of different stakeholders to achieve project success. The active involvement of stakeholders can have a substantial effect on the outcomes of a project.

The study also finds that the enabling environment also means the implementation of supportive policies such as the provision of incentives for small and emerging local businesses to enable and prepare them to also benefit from the establishment of the shopping mall in their locality:


“So, we are trying by our level best to make sure that we assist them to start their own business. And we've got a number of programs, like the one for incubation. So, we assist those, we see that they've got the potential to grow, and we assist them for the period of three years so that they are going to be sustainable and create jobs to the local people. So, those are the programs that we are trying by all means to implement to our space” [Participant 3].
 

CBAs, the template for negotiating linkages between a developer and groups at the community level, are approved by the local government and integrated into the local planning and development process (Bolongie and Silverman, 2018). They emphasized the crucial significance of community benefit agreements (CBAs) in enabling substantial connections between developers and community groups. CBAs function as a structure for guaranteeing that local companies obtain the essential assistance and resources to prosper alongside major ventures, such as shopping malls. Municipalities can enhance the economic climate by incorporating these agreements into local planning and development procedures, giving priority to the requirements of small enterprises and local entrepreneurs.

In addition, the World Bank (2020a,b) highlights the importance of incubation programs to foster the growth of young enterprises. Advocates contend that providing focused assistance, such as mentorship and access to resources, can greatly enhance the probability of achieving business success and long-term viability. Participant 3 supports the idea of implementing initiatives that help local entrepreneurs become valuable contributors to the local economy.



3.3 Access to infrastructure and services

Unlike in the urban areas where there is existing provision of bulk services, in rural localities the provision of infrastructure for bulk services such as water, electricity, and sewer systems remain one of the challenges in the development of business investment projects. The research underscores the substantial discrepancies in infrastructure availability between urban and rural regions, underscoring the crucial role that fundamental services play in promoting economic advancement. The National Planning Commission (2012) states that insufficient infrastructure in rural towns not only obstructs local economic growth but also diminishes the general quality of life for people. They contend that the absence of dependable access to water, electricity, and sanitation hinders rural communities from attracting and maintaining investment, resulting in enduring economic disadvantages.


“…the issue of services because in the municipality, we are obliged to assist investors to make sure that we’ve got an infrastructure. Like the issue of bulk water supply, the issue of sewer system needs to be in place because you see, Chief Albert Luthuli is one of the rural municipalities with water shortages” [Participant 3].
 

According to Hemson (2016), rural communities encounter significant obstacles in delivering essential services, including logistical difficulties, financial limitations, and insufficient technical capabilities. This is consistent with Participant 3’s concerns about the obligation of local municipalities to ensure that infrastructure is adequately established for the success of development projects. The study suggests that numerous rural communities are overburdened by long-standing delays in providing services, which worsen the challenges related to new investments.


“We are preparing a survey with the working stakeholder actually Eskom which they actually going to come then and supply the power line closer to the mall facility so that the development can actually proceed smoothly and functional” [Participants 6 and 7].
 

Though the findings support the idea that access to utilities such as water, electricity, and telecommunications is a critical aspect of any business investment (Mullin and Kotval, 1992), this study also unveils that in rural areas it may sometimes be difficult to secure those infrastructures and services because of landownership dynamics:


“like the issue of bulk water supply, the issue of sewer system needs to be in place. We need to assist, because it is our responsibility as a local municipality to assist on that. But if that development, it has got no land to implement that development, it's a fruitless exercise” [Participant 3].
 

The World Bank (2020a,b) underscores the significance of cooperative endeavors between local governments and utility companies to enhance service provision in rural regions. They promote the use of comprehensive planning methods that consider the distinct difficulties of rural areas, such as complications arising from land ownership that can hinder the development of infrastructure. The viewpoint is evident in the remarks made by Participants 3, 6, and 7, who emphasize the importance of collaborating with stakeholders such as Eskom to enable the delivery of vital services.



3.4 Land availability and zoning

The findings of this study seem to be consistent with previous research, which asserts that the developer would have to pay the landholder directly rather than the state to purchase the land for economic development (Farrell and Rudd, 2009) in rural areas. In addition to the previous study, the findings of this study suggest that rural-based municipalities would have to persuade the traditional leaders, who are the custodians of land administration in rural areas, before the land could be made available and zoned for business investment projects:


“as the local municipality through our ward councilors we've went to deeper in terms of persuading our chief and you will know by history that this area most likely in Mpuluzi, is not most likely owned by the people but actually the chief so, the majority of the land in our area it is actually owned by the chief but finally there was a challenge of getting that land for development, but finally the chief actually threw out the people that works for him to actually lease out the land and then we've achieved and we've agreed to actually formalize the land” [Participant 5].
 

Rokhim et al. (2017a) analyze the potential of remote areas in Indonesia. The findings show that variables that influence the key success factors of LERD in this research are resource endowment, social capital, and local support as independent variables before the rezoning of the land for business investment projects, there must be a formal lease agreement between the developer and the traditional leaders as owners of the land in rural communities. Studies suggest that the patterns of land ownership in rural regions have a substantial impact on the potential for economic development. The South African Treasury (2011) states that the lack of clarity on the authority of the government and traditional leaders creates difficulties in managing land, leading to delays and obstacles for developers who wish to acquire land for their projects. This supports the claim that developers must deal with the intricacies of conventional land management, highlighting the importance of efficient communication and negotiation with traditional leaders.


One of the participants highlighted: “We spoke to the owners of the land, to make the arrangements to get the land to be of use for the building of the mall, then, the municipality rezoned the land, showing as an agreement that they agreed that the mall could be built” [Participant 2].
 

Rokhim et al. (2017b) examined the capacity of distant regions in Indonesia, emphasizing that the achievement of economic progress through land utilization depends on obtaining official leasing agreements with tribal leaders who possess land ownership. This approach highlights the significance of social capital and local support in enabling company investments. The indispensability of these agreements is reflected in the results of this study, which indicate that developers must actively involve traditional leaders and landowners to achieve adherence and collaboration prior to rezoning property for commercial investment projects.

The data also reveal the multi-step process involved in securing land for mall development. It begins with seeking approval from the Department of Land Affairs, agreement with the chief, as well as negotiating with the people who are currently staying or located in that area, it is a pivotal step in the process. This approval demonstrates the necessity of the mall and the willingness of the landowners to make their land available for the project.


As the participant notes, "Then, we also engaged the Department of Rural Development. Yes. So that as well they have to lease an agreement letter or permission of the land to be used." This demonstrates the importance of aligning the project with government regulations and policies [Participant 2].

Another Participant also highlighted that “you need the study of that area, you need to have such documents, you need to get it tightly. It's a long process actually because it involves a number of stakeholders” [Participant 4].
 

In summary, engagement with government departments, particularly the Department of Rural Development, is a crucial step in local economic development. As highlighted by Participants 2 and 4, obtaining agreement and permission for land use from this department is part of the necessary regulatory approvals. This emphasizes how crucial it is to match the project’s objectives with laws and policies. It also draws attention to how intricate the procedure is, involving numerous parties and necessitating a large amount of paperwork. As a result, successful project implementation depends on efficient communication with pertinent government agencies.



3.5 Participatory community engagement

The findings of this study confirm that participatory stakeholders’ engagement allows for proactive actions to be taken to win support and minimize negative impacts (Mabelo, 2020) that may arise against the implementation of the project in the community. To create an enabling environment for delivering a business investment project, community members must effectively participate in the investment project’s processes. CBAs are negotiated directly between coalitions of community-based groups and developers. These negotiations occur before a proposed project is approved by the local government, and the local government often serves as a mediator in the negotiation process (Bolongie and Silverman, 2018, p. 309)


“The project must have this steering committee, and when it has this steering committee, every stakeholder is included… every one of us can actually participate and have a say in whatever project that we may be having… we involve all the stakeholders through community participation” [Participant 6].

“Our role is community participation with the ward counsellors… to ensure that our people they are actually involved in any part of development that comes to them” [Participant 5].
 

The findings of this study agree with the study of Chambers (1988), who advocates for a people-centered approach to economic development that prioritizes the needs and perspectives of local communities. This study found that community representative individuals are a necessary intervention to create an enabling environment for the successful delivery of the business investment project in rural areas, as alluded by one of the participants:


“Everyone involved, all stakeholders, but it works through a person that we call the CLO, the community liaison officer. So, we ask the community to present candidates for us and then we have interviews with them and then we appoint a CLO” [Participant 1].
 

The Dundonald Mall project, presented an interesting case study of stakeholder engagement and consultation practices as it was a private sector initiative. While the in-house feasibility study approach may provide efficiency and control, it raises concerns about the inclusion of external stakeholders, particularly local communities, and potential customers, who may have valuable insights and perspectives to contribute. Stakeholder theory emphasizes the importance of considering all relevant stakeholders, even those not directly involved in the project, to ensure project success and mitigate potential risks (Freeman, 2010).

The participant emphasizes that the feasibility study for the Dundonald Mall project is conducted entirely in-house, without external consultation. They highlight that this is a private sector project, distinct from public projects funded by government money.

As the participant states, “Feasibility is in-house. In-house. At Dundonald, the feasibility is completely in-house…Remember, you are asking me now, there’s one thing you must understand. There’s a big difference between a public project with government money and a private sector project. This is a private sector project.” [Participant 1].

The participant’s emphasis on conducting the feasibility study entirely in-house, without external consultation, highlights the distinction between private and public projects (Freeman, 2010). Private sector projects, often financed through private funds and bank loans, typically have more autonomy in decision-making compared to public projects funded by government money.

The participant further clarifies that the project is financed through private funds and bank loans, and it carries its risks.


They mentioned, “It’s their own risk, their own money. They go to the bank to get their own loan to do this project” [Participant 1].
 

This data suggest that stakeholder engagement and consultation in the context of this private sector project were limited to internal stakeholders. The decision-making process appears to be centralized within the organization conducting the feasibility study. The distinction between private and public projects is emphasized, with different rules and considerations applying to each. This highlights the importance of understanding the nature of a project when considering stakeholder engagement and consultation strategies. This approach aligned with the nature of private sector projects, which are typically financed through private funds and bank loans and carry their risks.

The stakeholder theory emphasizes how important it is to include all pertinent parties when making choices and putting strategic management into practice. Even if external stakeholders may not have participated actively in the feasibility study, they should still be considered for their potential impact on the project’s success. This is especially important if the feasibility study is carried out internally. The potential effects on and responses of external stakeholders such as local communities, potential customers, and regulatory authorities are important considerations that could help mitigate potential risks and enhance the project’s chances of success. The involvement of local government agents in the project steering committee, as highlighted in the data, is a practical application of this theory, demonstrating their role in supporting the project and the people it affects.




4 Conclusion and implications

This study aimed to unveil the factors underlying the creation of enabling environments for business investment in rural localities, particularly in the Global South regions where the concept of LED planning is still relatively limited. Through a qualitative case study approach with the application of a conventional content analysis method, the study unveiled five key factors underlying the creation of a conducive and enabling environment for business investment in rural communities. This paper has argued that understanding these fundamental factors, which underpin conducive and operational investment environments, is important for viable business decision-making in the feasibility study of investment business projects toward LED in rural communities. The findings of this study are inconsistent with those of Bolongie and Silverman (2018), who assert that community-based economic development projects would require that developers and the local community engage in a legally binding agreement, requiring the developer to deliver on the agreed-upon set of benefits. The key practical implication of this study is that unlike in urban localities, the creation of an enabling environment for business investment in rural communities goes beyond the normal public–private sector partnerships for economic development, to embrace the local traditional authorities, as the pivotal stakeholders who are entrusted with the authority to provide for the land for the development project based on a lease agreement prior to the rezoning of the land for the business investment project by the municipality. Further research in the field of LED planning is required to develop a stakeholder-based and prospective Rural Business Investment Model that will assist in guiding the decision-making process of potential investors in rural localities.

CBAs are a relatively new tool used to negotiate linkages in the local economic development process (Bolongie and Silverman, 2018).
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